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The study of film-music is a rapidly growing field transcending purely 
musicological studies and crossing into the disciplines of gender, film and 
anthropological studies. However, most studies on film music have been limited to that 
of Hollywood and European Cinema. In contrast, there is a striking dearth of studies 
on the music of Asian cinema and more specifically, what these musics tell us about the 
societies in which they are produced.  
 
This paper attempts to fill in part of this gap by exploring representations of the 
Thai Identity in Thai Movie Soundtracks within the past fifteen years. Through this 
study, I approach film-music not only as a language and marker of identity but also as a 
mode of meaning production and consumption which sheds light on the inner workings 
of the Thai cultural system, revealing the “hidden codes” of unspoken rules and 
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Chapter 1: How the Thai Identity is “Heard” on the Silver-screen 
 
1.1 Thai Cinema’s “New Wave”  
  
 Stark silence fills the office-room as twenty blue-uniformed bank secretaries 
look intently at their boss: a bald-patched, pot-bellied middle-aged man, gazing out 
from the office-window to the cityscape of Bangkok.  
 
Tum arrives late. She peeks in through the glass window in the door, opens it 
and creeps slowly into the office. As sneaks in to join the rank of secretaries at the 
back, the boss turns around and gazes at her, she returns his look sheepishly.     
 
“I’m sure that everyone here is well-aware of the current economic situation,”  
he says, breaking the silence as the leans back against the window, with two hands 
spread out on the railing.  
 
“During the past year the executive board and I have been fighting hard to 
maintain the company situation. However, today we have to face the hard facts…we 
now have to make a tough decision that nobody wants to make…” 
 
Pausing deliberately, he walks towards the desk and picks up a red canister of 
Buddhist prayer sticks and hands it towards one of the secretaries: an elderly lady who 
hesitates for a few moments before reluctantly taking the canister. She looks at him 
imploringly but he snaps, “come on, shake it and pass it on.” She nods and starts to 
shake it, her forehead creased. All the sticks fall out of the canister, leaving one. She 
picks this one out and then passes on the canister, now refilled, to the next employee, 
a bespectacled young lady who proceeds to shake the canister.  
 
“Three employees will be laid off today.” 
 
The young lady stops abruptly and peers at him from behind her glasses; after 
a pause, she then solemnly raises the canister to her forehead and says a silent prayer 
before resuming the shaking process.   
 
 “You all know that I think of you as one big family, like brothers, like 
sisters…we’re just like relatives. I can’t bring myself to decide who will go and who 
will stay, I simply don’t want to do that. So I thought it best to let fate decide.”  
 
 Finally after everyone has drawn the numbered prayers-sticks, the boss picks 




 The young lady draws in a sharp breath and crumples onto the floor. 
 




 “Three…”  
  
 “No, how can this be?” The elderly lady cries out. ‘This is very unfair… how 
will I feed my family? I still have a mortgage to pay!” She stumbles out of the office, 
sobbing leaving all the other secretaries visibly distressed.  
 
 Unfazed, the boss continues to read the last number, “Nine…”  
 




Tum is now heading back home in a bus with her box of office paraphernalia. 
The Bangkok city-scape fills the backdrop. The khlui (Thai flute) solos plaintively in 
the underscore juxtaposed against images of modernity and development gone wrong: 
we see building projects half-completed, a lone crane-operator sitting idly, perhaps 
even fallen asleep, in the crane. In the meantime, Tum sits in the bus, contemplating 
her rapid change of fate.  
  
This passage describes the opening scene of 6ixtynin9 (1999), Pen-Ek 
Ratanaruang’s second feature movie. It highlights the far-reaching consequences of 
the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis which severely affected Thailand’s economy leading 
to wide-scale retrenchment and debilitating losses in the financial sector. While the 
Thai economy was hard-hit by this crisis, the Thai movie industry conversely 
experienced a revival: in the wake of the crisis, three directors, Nonzee Nimibutr, 
Pen-Ek Ratanaruang and Wisit Sasanatieng who previously had worked in 
advertising, had a fresh vision for Thai films and subsequently revitalized the film 
industry with their more artistically inspired films: Nonzee’s crime-drama Dang 
Birely’s and the Young Gangsters (1997) as well as his adaptation of the local ghost-
story, Nang Nak (1999) broke the box-office locally while Pen-Ek's crime comedy, 
Fun Bar Karaoke (1997) was selected to play at the Berlin Film Festival – the first 
time in twenty years that Thai cinema had had any kind of an international presence. 
(Williamson,  “Thai Cinema”)  
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6ixtynin9 itself, produced by Pen-Ek two years later, exceeded Fun Bar 
Karaoke’s success by winning three international awards including the “Best Feature 
Award” at the Brooklyn International Film Festival, the “Don Quixote Award” at the 
Berlin International Film Festival and the “FIPRESCI Prize” at the Hongkong 
International Film Festival. Following this, many more Thai films began to feature on 
the screens of international cinema. Wisit Sasanatieng’s Tears of The Black Tiger 
(2000), for example, a stylized cowboy-western homage to the Thai action films of 
the 1960s and '70, was the first Thai film to be included on the program at the Cannes 
Film Festival in 2001. US distributor Miramax promptly purchased it, setting the film 
on the road to even greater reception on the global circuit, where it eventually won the 
Vancouver Film festival award. (Harrison, “Amazing Thai Film” 322)   
 Apart from art-house films, many mainstream genres have garnered critical 
success both internationally and locally: Iron Ladies (2000) by director Youngyooth 
Thongkonthun, became one of the top-grossing Thai movies and swept away ten 
awards internationally, whilst Prachya Pinkaew’s Ong Bak (2003) became a world-
wide hit, grossing over a million USD on its opening weekend. Within Thailand, 
these same films accessed a wider Thai demographic by tapping into a sense of 
patriotism and national heritage which appealed both to the conservative mindset of 
the older population and to the fears of the younger generation in the aftermath of the 
1997 financial crisis. (Williamson, “Thai Cinema”)  
 A decade prior to this, Thai cinema had fallen into a slump: poorly conceived 
teen flicks flooded the markets whilst other types of Thai movies being produced 
conformed to formulaic genres of comedy, horror, drama, and action. According to 
Chaiworaporn, a renowned Thai film critic, these films featured “bad plots, 
nonsensical scripts, exaggerated performance and poor production.” (“New Thai 
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Cinema”) The majority of urban middle-class audiences eschewed these films. Thai 
cinema had reached its peak in the mid ‘60s to late ‘70s, when it featured a wide array 
of movies from different genres and had an annual output of over a hundred movies a 
year and a very receptive Thai audience. However with the onset of the television 
culture in the ‘80s, the popularity of Thai cinema waned. The advent of cable 
television in recent times and video rental has also had a detrimental impact on the 
Thai film industry. People changed their habits from going out to the cinema to 
staying at home to watch television or a video. Over the country as a while, more than 
700 cinemas and 1,000 open-air screens disappeared and the annual output of movies 
fell to less than thirty. (Dome and Suwannapak 14) The government’s lifting of the 
import tax on foreign film in the 1980s was also a big blow to the Thai movie industry 
allowing Hollywood films to dominate the market. 
The late ‘90s “New Wave” in Thai Cinema culture thus brought a change and 
revival to Thai cinema as it was soon followed by many more alternative Thai films 
which pushed the enveloped as far as censorship, international regard and local 
respect for Thai cinema was concerned. This has resulted in a body of scholarship 
examining the many aspects of new Thai cinema. Harrison for example, documents 
this phenomenal rise of contemporary Thai cinema and locates its cinematic 
developments within the framework of oppositional global challenges that elicits in 
Thailand a sense of overt Thai nationalism and nostalgia that is apparent in many of 
these new movies. (“Amazing Thai”) In similar trend, Ingawanij studies bourgeois 
influence in Thai cinema and illustrates how recent Thai movies utilize retro-rural 
signifiers and iconic historical referents to inspire a sense of “Thainess” and 
“authenticity” while still aspiring to a sakon/international standard. (“Un-Thai Sakon” 
and “Transistor”) So too, Kitiarsa locates Thai cinema within a global context: 
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examining the plural and multi-dimensional expression of “everyday life religion, not 
the official or canonical Buddhism” in Thai cinema as a prominent frame of reference 
for ordinary people to re-assess and re-define the problems of modernity in the midst 
of emerging threats of global capitalist challenges. (“Faith and Films”)  
In all of these studies however, the focus has always been on narrative and 
image, never on the soundtrack. The music in Thai film offers a rich site of study that 
has been overlooked. In the scene described earlier, for example, the stark contrast of 
the plaintive khlui solo with the images of capitalism and modernity gone wrong 
comments ironically on Bangkok’s “development” pattern based on Western 
capitalism and reasserts the Thai identity through the use of a Thai traditional 
instrument. This sentiment reflects the prevailing post-crisis rhetoric of a need to 
retreat to “Thai values” espoused by the King of Thailand and many other prominent 
players, from politicians to media-marketers,1 in Thai society. Hence, I suggest that 
the discursive way that music is used in Thai cinema reflects dominant societal norms 
and engages its listeners in important processes of “producing and reproducing 
meanings and ideologies” (Kassabian 7) in Thailand.  
As a longtime student of the Thai language and culture and music-lover, it was 
perhaps inevitable that I became interested in studying Thai Film Music: as I watched 
Thai movies, I would wonder how the music differed from that of other Asian films I 
had watched and how the music referenced Hollywood film-music yet distinguished 
itself from it. What dictated the type and style of music featured? Why did some 
movies only seem to feature mainly Western instrumentation or Western popular 
music whereas some other movies used exclusively Thai instruments or music by 
                                                
1 Chapter Five elaborates on this phenomenon.  
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local artists? These questions prodded me to seek out an alternative approach to gain 
insight into the inner workings of the Thai culture.  
 
1.2. A Musical Language 
Kassabian suggests that film music engages its listeners in important processes 
of producing and reproducing meanings and ideologies: (7) film music subtly shapes 
our reception and interpretation of the film, whilst at the same time, creating in us 
mental storehouses of a musical language that soon becomes coherent with our 
expectations of what a specific scene in a movie means or emotes. In this way it forms 
an unseen and unspoken vocabulary, and eventually, a language in us is perpetuated 
in our daily communication. George Antheil sums up this process in the following 
statement: 
  Your musical tastes become molded by these scores, heard without knowing 
it. You see love, and you hear it. Simultaneously. It makes sense. Music 
suddenly becomes a language for you, without your knowing it.  (Thomas 
171) 
 
This idea is corroborated in the writings of the ancient Greeks: Plato, 
Aristotle, Alcamaeon and Democritus’s theories of cognition clearly differentiated 
between the ear and they eye.  As the passage of sound, unlike that of light (and hence 
image), was unencumbered by any intervening mechanisms, the ear was represented 
as having direct and unmediated access to the soul where emotional response 
originated. (Kalinak 22) Hearing, more than any other sense, activated emotion. 
Aristotle himself said, “Hearing alone among the objects of sense… affects the 
emotional temperament of the hearer.” (Qtd. in Beare 162) 
In the 19th century, acoustical research developed a fundamental theory of 
audition that supported the idea that the eye is more closely connected to the 
mediating structure of consciousness than the ear. Helmholtz stated that visual art 
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appeals to the intellect because the physical stimulus it provides has to be translated 
into images. Aural art, on the other hand, and in particular music, “stands in a much 
closer connection with pure sensation than any other the other arts” because it is 
directly apprehended “without any intervening act of the intellect.” (3) For this 
reason, the act of seeing is more objective and the images “seen” are more subject to 
scrutiny while the act of hearing is more subjective.  
As the soundtrack is less likely to be consciously analyzed as compared with 
that of the image it thus has a much larger potential to tap into the unconscious world 
of the viewer than does the latter. In Unheard Melodies, Gorbman states that because 
music more or less short-circuits consciousness, it facilitates the process by which the 
spectator slips into the film. In such a state there is a “greater disposition for the 
subject to accept the film’s pseudo-perceptions as his/her own,” that is, to become its 
subject. (64) The power of film-music lies precisely in its “hidden” presence in the 
movie itself, it enters into the perceiver’s unconscious psyche, evoking emotion and 
shaping his/her perceptions and identification with character and situation in the film 
narrative. Film music thus binds the spectator into the fictive reality through its 
promulgation of identificatory affect between audience and screen. It is not without 
import that Eisler and Adorno refer to film music as a drug. (Qtd. Kalinak 33) It is 
precisely because film music is a part of culture that is so delicately woven into a 
cultural product (i.e. the movie), the study of it is all the more a powerful lens by 
which one can peer beyond the discernable exterior of a particular culture into its 





1.3 Listening for Identifications in Thai Film-Music 
Having established earlier that film music generates meaning through a 
language constructed within the medium of film, it is pertinent to note that this 
language is neither monolithic nor static in the way it is produced and consumed: 
specific musics engage with their listener in specific modes of meaning production. 
(Kassabian 8) Identification processes cannot be understood in a single way and not 
all soundtracks offer similar paths to identifications. However, Kassabian suggests 
two main processes of identification in the consumption of film music. Here, 
according to the scoring conventions established in contemporary Hollywood, she 
distinguishes between the composed score, a body of musical material (usually 
associated with classical Hollywood orchestral scoring traditions) composed 
specifically for the film in question; and the compiled score, a score built of songs 
that often (but not always) preexisted the film.  
According to Kassabian, the composed score conditions what she terms 
assimilating identifications whereby perceivers can easily find themselves positioned 
anywhere - on a deck-chair by the French Riveria or in black hole in Outer space– and 
with anyone – a Nazi sniper perhaps, or a beautiful and golden-throated call girl. In 
such identifications, there is no necessary relationship between film perceivers and 
the identity positions they take on. Nor is there any relationship between their own 
histories and the positions they assume. These scores offer assimilating identifications 
and maintain fairly rigid boundaries because they encourage unlikely identifications. 
(2) 
Conversely, complied scores conditions what Kassabian calls affiliating 
identifications whereby the pre-existing songs used in the score have often been heard 
outside of the movie context and the identifications that occur between the perceiver 
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and the music are hence influenced by histories forged outside the film scene, thus 
allowing for looser boundaries in identification and greater subjective interpretation 
of the music. (3) 
While this is a helpful framework to use when studying Hollywood film-
music, such clearly delineated identifications in film-music start to breakdown in Thai 
cinema. As will be illustrated in later chapters, pre-existing American pop and rock 
songs used within the American context takes on a different color when used in the 
Thai context. The historical associations forged through these songs are often viewed 
as a function of Thai-American cultural relations and resultantly can be quite complex 
as they take on multiple shades of meaning. As such, the complied score which often 
comprises of American pop/rocks songs as well as Thai pop songs offers much more 
scope for subjective interpretation in Thailand than a typical Hollywood compilation 
score would within a North American cultural context:  
Within this context, the same can be even said of Kassabian’s affiliating 
scores: orchestral film music in Hollywood stems from the tradition of mid to late 
nineteenth-century Romantic music as exemplified in the symphonic works of 
Wagner, Puccini, Verdi and Strauss.2 While in the States, Western Classical music is 
intimately woven into the country’s history and culture, this is not so in Thailand, 
which has its own repertoire of Thai classical music. Hence, the musical idiom of the 
Western orchestral score is no longer culturally rooted in the music-worlds of the 
dominant Thai audience but rather imported and oftentimes, adapted for a different 
use altogether. As we see now, it is not just the compiled score, but also the composed 
score that offers looser boundaries for identification and subjective interpretation. 
                                                
2 The main characteristic of the Romantic Period is that composers became more concerned with vivid 
depictions of an emotional state than with the creation of aesthetically pleasing structures as was the 
norm during the Classical period. The music of this period has been described as “mood music” – 
much like that of film-music  
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Indeed, as will be illustrated in the next few chapters, the same type of music is often 
used for a completely different purpose in Thai film than in Hollywood film.3 
Kassabian’s framework of assimilating and affiliating scores hence needs to be 
reconfigured when studying how this process of identification occurs in Thailand – a 
process that occurs very differently from that in the States.  
 
1.4 Globalization = Cultural Imperialism? 
Asian film-soundtracks naturally offer a rich site for studying cross-cultural 
relations and collective identity formations. This phenomenon of cross-cultural fusion 
and hybridization is even more pronounced in the music-track than in the image and 
dialogue track as film-music in Asia almost always adheres to the Western diatonic 
scale. It is also pertinent to note here that the dramatic underscore was established in 
Hollywood in the 1930s which was greatly influenced by Romantic music of the 19th 
Century. Today, this same dramatic underscore sets the common standard for film 
music-scores around the world. Joe Hisaishi, for instance, Japan’s best-known film-
music composer4, still conforms to the Western orchestral tradition in most of his film 
music. In stark contrast to this, the moving image and the movie-script face no such 
limitations and thus offer much more room for reinvention and localization. But Asian 
film-scores are interesting precisely because they need to work within such narrow 
limitations and yet still bring to life the unspoken filmic-language of Asian cinema.  
To date however, this phenomenon has still remained under-explored in relative 
contrast to the growing body of work in film music.  
                                                
3 Chapter 4 studies this phenomenon.  
4 Joe Hishashi has scored for almost all of Hayao Miyazaki’s works, including Spirited Away, Howl’s 
Moving Castle and Ponyo on the Cliff By the Sea, to name a few. 
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Outside of the classical idiom, other musics like pop, rock and jazz, R&B and 
so on are often featured in what are called “compilations soundtracks.” These 
soundtracks are almost entirely made up of discrete songs by various artists. The 
Graduate (1967), for example, featured many songs such as “The Sound of Silence” 
and “Mrs Robinson” by folk-rock duo Simon and Garfunkel. A more recent iconic 
example is Pulp Fiction’s (1994) soundtrack featuring an eclectic mix of American 
rock and roll, surf music, pop and soul by various artists. In the new millennium, 
MTV culture has routinized the creation of many coming-of-age movies with 
soundtracks consisting solely of pop and rock songs such as Juno (2007) and Nick 
and Norah’s Inifinite Playlist (2008). These soundtracks cater to a teenage 
demographic while movies such as that of Forrest Gump (1994) or more recently The 
Watchmen (2009) recycle music from the ‘60s or ‘70s, appealing to people in their 
twenties, thirties and beyond. Other movies like Walk the Line (2005) features 
“evergreen” music that appeal to an even older audience whilst still recruiting a young 
fan base.  
As mass-mediated film from Hollywood from has created a degree of 
homogeneity in the way we listen to and process the music when we watch a film, it 
might appear that this language remains the same across cultures. However, the 
choice and use of songs in the popular genres becomes more subtle and complex 
when the dominant audience addressed is no longer part of the music worlds in which 
these musical conventions are rooted. These musics, although familiar and pervasive 
in Thailand, are still considered “Western” and sometimes called phleng farang or 
phleng sakon (Western music). It now has a new level of complexity colored by 
relations between the culture of the audience addressed and that from which these 
musical conventions developed. This difference affords opportunity for the 
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adaptation, localization and the negotiation of the original Western blueprint for the 
film score and soundtrack to one that “fits” with that of Thai culture. 
 
1.4.1 Perceptual Association 
 In other words, the “language” of film-music changes across cultures: the 
tendency to associate music rooted in foreign cultures with specific ideas and values 
that the other culture itself represents is inevitably colored by one’s own perception. 
This perception is, in turn, shaped by learned behaviors and cultural norms derived in 
the cultural “world” that one inhabits. At the same time, the relationship between this 
world and that from which the music originates influences how one perceives the 
music. I call this process of unconsciously assigning values and meanings to musics 
of a different culture “perceptual association.” When music travels across cultural 
boundaries, this process changes the “meaning” of music. How then, does this process 
of perceptual association occur in Thai film-music and what are its attendant 
meanings for collective identity formation in Thai society? In Chapters Three, Four 
and Five, I further unpack this idea of perceptual association.  
 
1.5 Hybrid Scores ≠ Fusion Music   
For the purposes for this paper, “hybrid soundtracks,” does not refer merely to 
music that typically fuses both Western and Thai and other world music traditions in 
its instrumentation, composition, style and form. Rather, it refers to soundtracks that 
are a mixture of different music genres. Hence, while the presence of fusion music is 
a common and added feature, it is by not a pre-requisite in what I define as a “hybrid-
score” because I do not attempt to study how the music in Thai film is unique or 
distinctive in musical style or content but rather how the same musical idioms and 
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genres, regardless of whether they are “Western,” “Thai,” “World,” or “Fusion,” are 
utilized differently. I suggest that the way music is “used,” within the narrative 
context of a Thai film, needs to be examined as its own semiotic system apart from 
that of Hollywood. When one locates Thai cinema as part of the larger meaning-
making cultural system of Thailand, it is evident then, that the study of its music 
makes it possible to formulate a set of propositions about the “language” of Thai-film 
music and how it frames the Thai identity. 
1.6 The Habitus of the Thai Middle Class 
Chaiworaporn, a well-known Thai film critic classifies the bulk of Thai 
movies fall into two broad categories: nang tang changwat (up-country flicks), which 
cater a Thai rural base and nang khon-muang (city film), which tend to cater to an 
urban Thai middle class audience. (“New Thai Cinema”) While these two categories 
are not always mutually exclusive and are wont to have many sub-categories within 
them, I use these categories as a rough approximation of the content and nature of the 
films I study in this thesis. As is evinced, I study the latter category as it encompasses 
those produced by “The New Wave” directors mentioned earlier. I approach the “use” 
of music in these movies as a semiotic that is produced by and which, in turn, 
reproduces notions of “Thainess” among the urban Thai middle class. As Englehart 
notes in his study of the Thai middle class, in Thailand as elsewhere, the middle class 
is notoriously difficult to define. Most observers would concur that an urban middle 
class had developed in Thailand by the early 1990s, but few would agree on who is 
included in that middle class. (255) However, in this paper, I define the Thai middle-
class by their habitus. Pierre Bourdieu defines habitus as “systems of durable, 
transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function, that is, as 
principles of the generation and structuring of practices.” This is manifested in a 
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variety of ways: as motivations, preferences, tastes and emotions, as embodied 
behavior, as a kind of worldview or cosmology held by actors and as skills and 
practical social competence and as aspirations and expectations concerning life 
chances and career paths. (Bourdieu 1977; 72)  
These various aspects of habitus are summed up in the idea that it is a durable 
set of dispositions that are transposable from situation to situation. The idea of 
“disposition” captures the cognitive and motivational aspects of habitus as well as 
those relating to behavioral regularities. Bourdieu stresses that habitus is closely 
linked to unconscious or non-reflexive activity. It is not based on reason, but is, rather 
like, “the impulsive decision made by the tennis player who runs up to the net” (1990; 
11). Similarly, the production and consumption of film-music is a part of this habitus. 
One is pre-disposed to assign values and meanings to musics according to this system 
of transposable dispositions: when we watch a movie, we may not even be aware of 
the music, but it conditions the way we “feel” about the characters or situations 
portrayed in the movie based on our notions of what the music “means.” The way we 
unconsciously assign values and meanings to musics of a different culture that is, our 
“perceptual association,” is dependent on the specific nature of our habitus, which is 
in turn influenced by processes of cultural relations between our habitus and that of 
the foreign culture in which the music is rooted. Hence the tastes and predilections of 
the Thai middle-class shaped less by its economic or social capital, but rather by its 
cultural capital, something that is ingrained from an early age5. This habitus of the 
middle class is the vehicle which allows them to navigate their way through diverse 
social settings and encounters, whilst at the same time, enabling them to reproduce 
their value systems, cultural tastes and worldviews in all of these experiences.  
                                                
5 Consider how a child whose parents played jazz records at home everyday would grow up with an 
almost innate “taste” for jazz music.  
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Bourdieu pointed out that habitus is linked to systematic inequalities in society 
patterned by power and class, producing lines of practical action which “[tend] to 
reproduce the objective structure of which they are the product” (1977; 72) The Thai 
middle class identity, embedded in this habitus, is hence one that reproduces itself 
through the subtle workings of unacknowledged cultural biases and hidden codes of 
behavior that remain exclusive to its habitus. I suggest that this system of reproducing 
meanings is replicated in Thai film music. Part of the way in which this identity 
reproduces itself is by utilizing the entity of the “Other.” While this often refers to 
“The West” the “Other” is also often is used in reference to minority groups, such as 
the Southern Thais. This process conditions the discursive use of music in the Thai 
films discussed in this paper and is central to the process by which Thai film-music 
shapes perceptions and assumptions of what the Thai identity is among the Bangkok-
based urban middle class.  
While recognizing that Thai-film music condition the processes whereby a 
hegemonic middle-class Thai identity is perpetuated at the expense of other subaltern 
Thai identities, I draw two caveats: 1. It is by no means a one-way process - the same 
class that exerts its hegemonic forces on subaltern Thai identities is, in itself, subject 
to hegemonic cultural forces originating from within and without the country. 2. The 
process is by no means monolithic or homogeneous but instead, is one that allows for 
multiple sites of identification and is constantly being redefined and re-appropriated 
by both the producers and consumers of Thai movies and the music.  
 
1.7 The “Use” and Reassignment of Meanings in Thai Film-Music 
In elucidating this point, I draw on De Certeau’s concept of “use” whereby the 
traditions, language, symbols, art and articles of exchange that make up a culture, are 
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reappropriated by people in everyday situations. De Certeau states that in the activity 
of the re-use lies an abundance of opportunities for ordinary people to subvert the 
rituals and representations that institutions seek to impose upon them. (Certeau  xii) 
Inasmuch as the way that music is discursively used in Thai movies might 
perpetuate a hegemonic Thai middle class identity at the expense of subaltern groups, 
so too is this particular Thai identity subject to hegemonic influences daily in Thai 
society. As pointed out earlier, the notion of an intrinsic “Thainess” confronts Thai 
people daily– it is portrayed as a trait that should be inherently present in anyone who 
is “truly” Thai, but in reality this vision of Thai nationalism is one that is defined by 
the country’s leaders and subject to their vested political interests.  
The state-legitimized discourse on Thai identity goes back to the early 20th 
century when Thailand was known as “Siam” and was still an absolute monarchy. 
King Vajiravudh, a powerful patron of the arts and the reigning monarch from 1910-
1925. He was educated in England where he grew into awareness of British 
Nationalism and thus borrowed the British formula of “God, King and Country,” 
transforming it into “Nation, Religion and Monarchy,” a term that he promulgated as 
the three pillars of Thai Nationalism. (Barmé 29) 
This vision has been perpetuated even till today and is inscribed in the tri-band 
colors of the Thai National Flag. It is further reinforced by state-sponsored media 
such larger-than-life photos of the reigning monarch, King Bhumibol Adulyadej 
(Rama IX) in most public spaces throughout the city of Bangkok. There is also a daily 
practice of broadcasting the National Anthem at 6pm in public arenas nation-wide. As 
an act of respect to the King, commuters will stop in their tracks for as long as the 
anthem is played. In movie theatres, it is mandatory to screen a 3-4 minute clip 
produced by the State. The video-clip valorizes the King and portrays him as an 
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exemplary Buddhist, a benevolent leader and most especially, a hero of the common 
“Thai” person. This is represented by images of Thai farmers and villagers from the 
Northeast and the South reverently kissing the King’s hand and bowing to him in an 
awe-filled state. Soaring symphonic music accentuated by a large choir of voices 
extolling the King, accompanies these images. All audience members, regardless of 
whether or not they are Thai, are called to, “please stand and show your respect to His 
Majesty, the King.” This movie-clip is updated from time to time in varied but similar 
configurations; the message however, remains the same.  
Apart from all of these daily State-sponsored reminders, Thai commercial 
media promulgates its own vision of Thai Nationalism. Tejapira (2002) analyses how 
the commoditization and consumption of the Thai identity in a process she calls “ The 
liberation of consumption”: whereby “Thainess” has been packaged into one identity 
option among many others in the free market of a limitless plurality of commodities 
and /or brand names. Siriyuvasak studies a similar process occurring amongst Thai 
youth whereby the consumption of J-pop and K-pop by middle class youth serves as a 
marker of taste and social distinction, hence demarcating them from their peers. She 
points out also how this becomes a “semiotic subversion of the official honing of a 
united and homogeneous Thainess in the culture” (177)  
In more recent political times, the struggle between the “red” and “yellow 
shirts” has polarized Thai politics into two camps: supporters of Thaksin and 
supporters of the Monarchy.6 However, both groups are loudly assertive of their 
                                                
6 The Yellow Shirts belong to the People’s Alliance for Democracy and are consistent critics of former 
Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra who was ousted from power in a 2006 coup. The Red Shirts are 
supporters of the United Front for Democracy against Dictatorship and are mostly Thaksin supporters 
drawn largely from the impoverished countryside where he is popular for his populist policies. The 
Yellow Shirts adopted the color yellow as their protest color in honor of King Bhumibol Adulyadej, the 
most revered figure in Thailand who is also known to disapprove of Thaksin’s politics. While the Red 
Shirts support Thaksin, this does not mean that they are opposed to the king. They adopted the color 
red mainly to differentiate themselves from the Yellow Shirts.  
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distinct visions of Thai Nationalism. Indeed, even the “red shirts” claim their 
allegiance to the King but defend their position as the voice of a marginalized 
majority obscured by Thai middle-class and elitist interests. Evidently, the “Thai 
identity” is one that is up for grabs amongst the cultural and political institutions in 
Thai society. However, it is apparent from Tejapira and Siriyuvasak’s studies that the 
Thai middle-class are not passive recipients of these versions of Thai identity, but in 
fact, active agents who reassign value and meaning to the Thai identity in their 
patterns of cultural consumption.  
The Thai Middle class straddles two worlds: that of an upwardly mobile and 
globalized consumerist culture as well as that of the ubiquitous “Traditional Thai 
Identity” associated with the agrarian peasantry. Yet, in spite of its identification with 
both worlds, it belongs completely to neither. These two worlds are often juxtaposed 
in opposition to each other because the former is often associated with “the West” 
while true “Thainess,” is seen to be deeply rooted in the ways of life and intellect of 
the peasantry, (Winichakul 10) presumably untainted by the “decadence” of “Western 
modernism and consumerism.”7  
My challenge then, in this thesis, is to elucidate how this dichotomous Thai 
identity is manifested in the music of the movies and to analyze how it reconciles the 
inherent contradictions that are rooted the problematic of a modernized, globalized 
but still authentic “Thai” identity.   
While the producers of the Thai movies and Thai film-music I interviewed for 
my research form the core of this middle-class habitus and may very well be part of 
the cultural institutions that produce an “elitist” language, so too they themselves are 
the “everyman” subject to hegemonic forces in a modern and globalized world. 
                                                
7 Chapters Four and Five elaborates on this phenomenon.  
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Hollywood’s film standards has had a homogenizing presence globally, especially 
more so in the realm of film music, which still operates within the pervasive idioms of 
Western Classical and Popular music.  
As Hollywood composer Charles Bernstein notes in his essay on film-music 
and food: 
“Sadly, the national and regional styles of film music seem to be an 
international fast food version of the same… Today, everyone around the 
world seems to be copying Hollywood … This is only a bad thing if it means 
the extinction of regionally unique pleasures. Yet, the same generic film 
score seems to be popping up the world over.” (14) 
 
While Bernstein bemoans “the extinction of regionally unique pleasures,” I 
contend that these “pleasures” still exist even in a generic sounding film-score from 
Thailand, mainly in the way that it is “used”: de Certeau highlights how Indians 
subverted their Spanish colonizers, 
“the Indian nevertheless often made of the rituals, representations and laws 
imposed on them something quite different from what their conquerors had 
in mind; they subverted them not by rejecting or altering them, but by using 
them with respect to ends and references foreign to the system they had no 
choice but to accept.”  
 
Similarly, I contend that the discursive way in which the music in these film-
scores is matched up with the moving image in Thai film is a process whereby 
different values and meanings are assigned to these music according to one’s 
perceptual association, hence transmitting messages about a modern and yet 
distinctive Thai identity in the wider context of a globalized world subject to 
hegemonic cultural forces.  
 
1.8 Tapping the Unconscious 
 In four months of fieldwork in Bangkok. I found it counter-productive to draw 
people’s attention directly to the “meaning-making” aspect of film-music because 
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most film audiences consume film music unconsciously and also because I study Thai 
film-music as a “hidden” semiotic that reflects and reproduces normative trends in 
society. Rather, it was much more useful to infer from our discussion of these films, 
their real attitudes towards pertinent issues of “Thainess” and Thai identity. Hence, 
during three months of fieldwork in Bangkok, I engaged a few Thai friends and their 
contacts in casual, unstructured conversations about Thai cinema. We discussed Thai 
movies that had left a strong impression on them as well as those that did not. I made 
it a point to watch these Thai movies with one or two Thai people at a time and 
discuss it with them later. Occasionally I would direct our conversations about movies 
towards areas of particular significance. All of these audiences I interviewed were in a 
similar social milieu. While some of them may not have been as financially well off 
as the others, their level of education, sentiments, modus operandi and habitus were 
common to members of an urban Thai middle-class.  
 With a movie audience, the process of perceptual association tends to elude 
cognition. Yet, sometimes even the composer himself may not be exempt: many of 
the composers I spoke to could not explain why a particular musical piece “works” 
for a sequence, but on an unconscious level, they understands why it does. Hence, 
even in my interviews with film-music composers, I had to read between the lines of 
their responses which tended to be a bit too pat with regards to issues of “Thainess” 
and the Thai identity. It was only in extended conversation or through email that I 
could deduce their deeper sentiments towards this issue.  
 It was also helpful to interviewing Thai musicologists who had been involved 
in producing movie soundtracks. They were able to understand and explain why and 
how traditional Thai music had been incorporated and “reconfigured” for its use in 
Thai movies. The final group I interviewed consists of film-critics and academics of 
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Thai films – their insights helped me to discern normative trends in Thai society that 
is reflected in Thai film music.  
 Apart from fieldwork, most of my paper is based on close textual readings of 
the films themselves. Over a period of a year and a half, I watched over forty Thai 
films (appendix A) either on videos or in the theatres. As far as possible, I filled in 
cue sheets detailing the type of music featured, instrumentation, timing and the 
dramatic event occurring at each instance of music within each film. This facilitated 
the process of referring back to certain cues and making comparisons between 
movies. At the same time, it revealed recurring patterns in the way music was used in 
Thai-film. Over a period of a year and a half, including three months of fieldwork in 
Bangkok, I noticed salient themes in the way music is used in these Thai soundtracks 
and these themes are crystallized in the following chapters of this paper. 
 
1.9 Organization 
 Chapter Two traces the historical development of film-music in Thailand 
from its early beginnings as “live” music accompanying the silent-film to its more 
recent manifestations. It details how various types of Thai music have been employed 
in Thai cinema through the years. Chapter Three analyses the various ways in which 
Thai-film music “Occidentalizes” the West, and in the process, creates alternative and 
more modern Thai identities resonating with the urban and cosmopolitan middle class 
of Thai movie audiences.  
 In the past ten to fifteen years, the theme of nostalgia has been evident in the 
production of nang yon yuk (“Returning to the Past Cinema”) (Chaiworaporn 
“Nostalgia”) in the form of epic period movies, art-house films paying homage to 
Thai cinema in the ‘50s and most of all depictions of an idyllic pastoral Thailand. 
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Chapter Four studies this phenomenon as it is manifested in the creation of a “Rural 
Thai Utopia” especially through the use of “musical moments” - scenes where the 
music is foregrounded either by characters singing and/or dancing to the music or by 
its literal manifestation on screen ala MTV (Music Television) style. 
 Chapter Five examines the idea of a Thai “Taste” and argues that “taste” is not 
merely structured by one’s social class but also by the notion of “Thainess” in relation 
to minority and subaltern groups within Thailand. It proposes that the way film-music 
frames these minority groups reinforces dominant Thai notions of “Thainess.” 
Chapter Six is the concluding chapter to this study on Thai film music. It summarizes 
the main themes that have been covered in this paper and looks at other potential sites 
of study in Thai film-music.  
 This paper is by no means an exhaustive study on Thai film music but 
attempts to pave the way for more studies on this intriguing and under-explored 
subject matter. The movies I focus on in this paper hence are mostly those that do not 
conform to the formulaic genres of action, comedy and horror, but rather tend to be 
innovative in their conception and subject matter and which target an urban-based 
middle class Thai audience instead. Since the meanings that I draw from my study of 
these movies and their soundtracks, as I argue, are produced by certain conditions of 
reception and subjectivity, their different interpretations need to be assessed as a 
consequence of the competing notions of subjectivity engaged by the films and by 
people who study them in search of certain meaning statements concerning the Thai 
identity. As Flinn notes, in order to counter the idea that music functions in singular, 
timeless ways, critics approaching the topic must acknowledge the critical, historical, 
and discursive contexts that shape their own writing. (5) Indeed, my approach to film 
music does not attempt to be exhaustive, nor is it objective. This study is by no means 
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a musicological study in any strict sense of the word, rather it emphasizes how Thai 
film music offers significant insight into the inner workings of Thai society and plays 
an important role in engaging its listeners (and producers) in producing and 




































Chapter 2: The History and Nature of Film Music in Thailand 
 
2.1 Western Influence in Thai Music 
 
In studying how the music is discursively used in Thai film today, it is 
necessary to consider how it was used within the longer history of Thai cinematic 
culture. In the previous chapter it was established that the hybrid nature of Thai film-
soundtracks, which combines both Western and Asian music traditions, makes these 
film-scores a rich resource for studying cross-cultural relations and collective identity 
formations. This tradition of marrying Western and Thai music however, has a longer 
history that predates even the advent of movies. Beginning from King Monkut’s 
(Rama V 1868-1910) modernizing efforts in the late 19th century right up to today’s 
globalized, MTV (Music-Television) culture, every genre of Thai music has long 
been influenced by Western music trends. This chapter examines the influence of 
Western music on the different genres of Thai music that have been incorporated Thai 
film over the years. It studies also how the uses of these musics have shifted with the 
historical development of Thai cinema. 
 
2.2 The Early Beginnings of Thai Film-music 
Cinema found its way to Thailand in the late nineteenth century when a small 
number of commercially oriented playhouses were established in Bangkok by 
members of the Thai elite who sought to profit from staging performances of various 
forms of dance drama (lakhon). It was at one such venue, owned by Prince Alangkan, 
in which Siam’s first cinema showing took place in June 1897. (Barmé 308) This 
event was staged by S.G. Marchovsky, a itinerant showman who screened two films 
by the Lumière Brothers: one of an undersea diver and the second of a boxing match 
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together with a series of magical performances. These films were initially shown only 
to Royalty and the elites. Marchovsky conducted special screenings of his films for a 
number of high-ranking princes, including the Minister of the Interior, Prince 
Damrong, the Foreign Minister, Prince Thewawong and selected members of the 
aristocracy; however this soon became available to the masses. (Barmé 308; 
Chaiworaporn 442) 
When referred to in the Thai-language press, the films shown by Marchovsky 
were immediately dubbed nang farang, or the European shadow theatre. (Dome 18) 
This Thai terminology “nang” for the foreign concept of “film” was based on the 
Thai tradition of shadow theatre (nang), somewhat similar to modern film as it 
involved moving images, created by manipulating leather puppets and projecting their 
shadows on an illuminated screen. It is pertinent to note that the word “nang8,” is 
now commonly used to refer to the movies. To quote a local villager who grew up in 
the era before the advent of movies, 
“Nang was like the movies, the only ones then, but it was about our world, 
the two types of people, the rich and the poor… it [was] our entertainment” 
(Magog 185)  
 
These performances were often accompanied by “live” musicians who played 
traditional Thai instruments such as the pi chawa, a double-reed oboe, the sao duang, 
a two-string fiddle, the kluang dalong, a pair of barrel drums, kwuang koo, a small 
pair of metal gongs suspended in a wooden box and the ching, a small pair of metal 
cymbals. (Miller and Chonpairot 296) Today such performances are more rare in 
Central Thailand although they are still very popular in the South. Shadow theatre can 
be considered as an early predecessor of film in Thailand – combining the moving 
image on screen with music and dialogue. The late Cherd Songsri (1931-2006), one of 
                                                
8 Also meaning “leather” in reference to the material from which the shadow puppets were made 
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Thailand’s most celebrated film-makers, was himself very much influenced by nang 
talung9 as he had worked in shadow theatre as a child in the rural south. (Sato, “Cherd 
Songsri”)  
Following Marchovsky’s departure, film was seen only intermittently by the 
Thai public over the next few years, and then usually only in conjunction with some 
other form of amusement. From the onset, film in Thailand evolved from the royal 
family: not only were the first patrons of cinema in Thailand from the royal Thai 
family, but early film-making in Thailand was pioneered by Prince Sanbassatra, the 
younger brother of King Chulalongkorn (Rama V), who made short films of Royal 
ceremonies.10 These short films were made available to the public and traveling 
showmen from abroad sometimes included his works in their repertoire. Western 
films in Siam were screened three or four times a year when these traveling showmen 
passed through the capital of Bangkok. At that time, there were no permanent 
cinemas, and these showmen would rent a theatre, hotel or any vacant place where 
they could set up a temporary screen to show their films. (Sukwong and Suwannapak 
6) 
It fact, it was only in 1904, that a Japanese promoter by the name of 
Wantanabe Tomoyori set up a large tent (capable of accommodating up to 1,000 
people)in the Nakhorn Kasem area of central Bangkok where he put on a show of 
Japanese documentary-type films. His three-hour program was an immediate success: 
it proved so popular with local audiences that he was asked to extend his season 
repeatedly and did not leave the city until the end of the year. (Barmé 310) This, in 
effect, pioneered the early development of a local cinema industry. His film programs 
                                                
9 A form of Nang common in South Thailand.  
10 Prince Sanbhassatra had accompanied King Chulalongkorn on his visit to Europe; in France he 
bought a movie camera, projector and films and brought these back to Thailand.   
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consisted of twenty-one short movies featuring martial themes celebrating Japan’s 
recent successes in its war against Russia. Footage of Japanese troops on parade and 
marching on Port Arthur were shown together with film of a wrestling match between 
soldiers relaxing after battle. These were juxtaposed with other films depicting a more 
serene, settled world featuring elements of indigenous cultural life, a dance performed 
by geishas, a garden party in Tokyo and a game of football played by Japanese nobles 
in traditional costume. (Barmé 316) The nature of this cinematic program prefigured 
later use of film as a propaganda tool in Thailand as it served to project a vision of 
Japan as both a modern military power and a civilized, cultured nation. Indeed, Field 
Marshall Plaek Phibunsongkram the Minister of Defence in the 1932 and Prime 
Minister in 1938 seems to have taken a leaf from the pages of Japanese cinema: he 
produced a movie in 1935 entitled The Blood of Thai Soldiers (Lued Thahan Thai) 
which promoted the activities of the Army, Navy and Air Force, and stressed the need 
to maintain strong armed forces in case of invasion by Western powers. 
(Chaiworaporn 445) As Barmé notes, Watanabe’s films might well have provided 
inspiration for the Siamese nationalist imagination by projecting powerful images of a 
“progressive” Asian nation as an alternative to those from the West. (316) 
From 1905, following the success of Japanese theatres, many more 
entrepreneurs joined the goldmine. This included French film distributors and local 
Thai businessmen who set up their own cinema houses. Before the First World War, 
most films in Thailand were of European origin, however some American movies also 
found circulation locally.  (Chaiworaporn; Sukwong and Suwannapak 7) The rapidly 
expanding world film-market soon came to be dominated by French-made films. 
Initially, these films were simple, unedited shorts, lasting about a minute. They 
recorded everyday activities, or important social or political events. However, this 
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soon gave way to lengthier, edited films, lasting as long as ten minutes. These newer 
films featured exotic locations and included snippets of theatrical performances. 
Soon, different type of films such as the short, the serial or the feature could be 
clearly distinguished.11 After World War I, French influence declined and most of the 
films shown in Siamese cinemas came from America. (Sukwong and Suwannapak 7) 
 
2.2.1 The Siamese Brass Band  
The early silent films were accompanied by music. While Western-style string 
music ensembles were the preferred choice, especially in cinemas catering to a 
foreign audience and the Thai Upper-Class, they were costly and scarce. A cheaper 
and more popular alternative was the Siamese brass band. 12 The history of the 
Siamese brass band goes back to the early 1800s when Western military bands had 
accompanied some of the foreign missions sent to Bangkok. Evidently, King 
Nangklao (Rama III) was so impressed with the bands, that in 1804 the court had its 
own military band. (Miller 179) The Siamese Brass band eventually evolved into a 
smaller group called the Trae Wong (small brass band), a form of popular 
entertainment often featured in weddings and ordination ceremonies. (Sungsri 67) 
These bands played mainly Thai melodies with some Western modulations. For 
example, a piece composed by Prince Nakorn Sawan Worapinith in 1903 combined 
Thai melody with western rhythm; it was used to accompany silent films. 
(Damrongleart 35)  
Following this trend, the Siamese Brass band soon became quintessential to 
the movie-watching experience in Thailand: each cinema thus had its own brass band 
                                                
11The “short” consisted of one to two reels while the feature was about ten reels in length. Each 
episode of the “serial” was about two reels long, but each serial consisted of about 20-30 episodes.  
12 In the 1800s Thailand was still known as Siam hence the name ‘Siamese Brass Band’ and not ‘Thai 
Brass Band.’  
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that played outside the cinema as the evening began so as to draw in a crowd. Just 
before eight, they would play a rousing march as a signal and then retire inside. When 
the film was showing, the band would play actions tunes borrowed from Thai 
traditional theater. (Miller 180) The same tunes were used repeatedly, for hundreds of 
different films. The Brass band was thus the first western musical import that was 
introduced to the masses through silent cinema. The Siamese brass band was more 
popular with children and a younger crowd, while older people and the elites found it 
to be noisy and tasteless. Consequently some cinemas, especially those that drew a 
more select audience turned to using a Thai-style mahori orchestra, or a mixed string 
orchestra in order to please the wealthy audience. (Sukwong 9) 
Evidently, from the beginning, the Thai cinematic experience was a 
comprehensive audio-visual event, part and parcel of the community experience in the 
villages and towns. Because movies were such a community-based event, it followed 
that that traditional and folk musics deeply interwoven into the Thai societal fabric 
were also eventually incorporated into Thai film. Yet, in spite of the use of Thai 
music in film, the extent of Western influence in music has been obvious from the 
outset as evinced in the example of the Trae Wong. In the next section, I study some 
of the main genres of Thai music that have been incorporated into the movies and 
how it has developed over the years especially with the influence of Western music. 
While many different genres of Thai music have been featured in Thai movies, I focus 
on two main genres that feature prominently in the Thai film soundtrack today, 
namely that of Plaeng Thai derm (Thai Classical Music) and Plaeng Thai sakon 
(Thai-international Music) which is in itself made up of the sub-categories of 
lukthoong, lukroong and string. It should be noted that these genres are not discrete 
entities, they overlap and some are subsets of others, in addition to this, many Thai 
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people do not subscribe to the categories of Thai music as defined by 
ethnomusicologists 13 - a classification tool that I use in this paper for  the purposes of 
standardization and consistency.  
 
2.3 Thai Classical Music 
Plaeng Thai derm or Thai Classical music was first introduced to Thai film 
music in 1931 as an initiative by “Srikroung Sound Film” company. This music 
company recorded this music from jam aod (comedian shows), gniue (Chinese opera) 
where it had already been widely used prior to film. The first Thai “talkie” 14, Long 
Thang (Gone Astray) in 1931 featured this genre of music, but a violin was played in 
this film as well, hence resulting in Thai melodic forms with some degree of Western 
instrumentation. (Sungsri 61) The incorporation of western musical forms into Thai 
music is evident. Prior to the Thai Brass Band and the hybridized form of film music 
elucidated above, there was a limited degree of western influence even in the creation 
of Thai Classical Music itself: in the second half of the 19th century when King 
Mongkut attempted to modernize Siam and make it organizationally equivalent to the 
West, the ranad ek lek and ranad thum lek (metal keyed xylophones)15 were created. 
They were created with a sound that imitated the traditional pendulum clock from the 
West. (Tramot 36)  
Further musical developments in Thai classical music inspired by Western 
music took place during the reign of King Chulalongkorn (King Rama V 1868-1910), 
                                                
13 In my conversations with Thai people for example, many had differing ideas about what sakon 
music meant. According to ethnomusicologists, this category includes lukthoong music, however, most 
Thai people see sakon as a separate category from lukthoong altogether.  
14 ‘Talkie’ refers to movies with dialogue and music integrated into the film-track, as opposed to silent 
film which do not have an audio-track.  
15 The Radna-Ek is one of the central instruments used in a Thai music ensemble. It functions like a 
Xylophone. 
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For example, the phiiphat dukdamban (a percussion ensemble with soft-cushioned 
beaters and a low pitched fiddle, the saau uu) was formed to play music for the lakorn 
dukdamban, which imitated the Western operatic style of the “Tableaux Vivant.” 16 
King Chulalongkorn also invited Western musicians to teach Classical Western music 
to his court musicians. (Wongratanapitak 3)  Plaeng Thai Derm is used in film music 
for many reasons: to emphasize the Thai identity and specify time, especially in 
period  movies. The film Khu Karm (Ruth Ronapob 1998 and Euthan Mukdasanit 
1995), for example, features the love story of a Thai woman and a Japanese military 
officer set in the period of WWII. The heroine, Angsumalin plays a kim (Thai 
dulcimer) to entertain herself. In contrast, the Japanese hero plays a samizen 
(Japanese music instrument).  (Sungsri 62) 
Plaeng Thai Derm is also used to promote nostalgia and celebrate the Thai 
tradition; a recent Thai movie, The Overture (Hom Rong, 2004), pays homage to Thai 
music and culture by the retelling of the story Luang Pradit Phairoh, the legendary 
radna-ek  player who lived from the late 19th Century to the early 1930s. Within the 
past ten years, the trend of Nang Yon Yuk  (“Returning to the Past” cinema) has 
afforded producers more opportunities to use Thai classical music especially when 
creating period movies. It is rarely featured in its purest form however; instead, one or 
two Thai classical instruments are usually incorporated into what is a largely western, 
diatonic score. Though The Overture featured Thai classical music to a large extent, 
classical music was inevitably altered for entertainment purposes: the music for a 
competition scene where the hero repeatedly hits one note was actually conceived 
specifically for the movie. In actuality, this technique is non-existent in Thai Classical 
                                                
16 French for ‘Living Picture,’ The term describes a striking group of suitably costumed actors or 
artist's models, carefully posed and often theatrically lit. This art form married theatre with 
photography and had an influence in operatic performances.  
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music, it was merely incorporated for dramatic effect. 17 In another scene in Hom 
Rong where a saw uu18 features prominently, strings and keyboards form the 
accompaniment. Other Thai classical instruments such as the Pii, a double reed 
instrument, traditionally played at Muay Thai19 matches, is often used like a “battle 
cry” in fighting scenes. In Muay Thai movies like Beautiful Boxer (2003) and Ong 
Bak (2003) the Pii is used in most of the fight scenes. In another movie, Queens of 
Langkasuka (2008), it is used in the final epic battle between the Queen’s army and 
the enemy troops. A more recent short horror-movie, The Novice20 (2009), 
incorporates the Pii into a scene where an evil spirit manifests itself. In all of these 
scenes however, it is orchestrated with other non-Thai instruments. In Ong Bak, it is 
mixed in with a drum and bass techno track, in Beautiful Boxer, it is blended in with 
electric guitar, strings and synthesizers, in Queen of Langkasuka, it is integrated into 
an orchestral score, whilst in The Novice, it is accompanied with percussion and 
sound-effects.  
In yet another horror/romance movie, Nang Nak (1999), a significant degree 
of traditional Thai instruments are incorporated into the score to evoke the 
countryside, where this movie was set. This includes the ranad-ek, pii and saw. 
However, as with the rest of the previous scores mentioned, these traditional Thai 
instruments are combined with Western instruments such as strings, synthesizers and 
sound effects. In fact, many of the Thai instruments are electronically simulated in 
such a way that would be impossible to be rendered by “live” musicians. Visibly, 
Thai traditional music is rarely featured in its “pure” form and is almost always used 
                                                
17 Interview with Anant Nakrong, music producer for Hom Rong.  
18 Thai fiddle 
19 Thai Kick-boxing, a national sport.  
20 The first short movie in the five-part movie Phobia 4 
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in combination with other non-Thai instruments, thus creating hybrid music. This 
phenomenon is discussed further in a later section within this chapter.  
2.4 Plaeng Thai Sakon 
Western orchestration for Thai melodies had been introduced in the 1920s and 
1930s and this led to the development of pleng sakon, or “modern songs,” which 
represent every American style from Hollywood film music to country and rap. 
However, these songs usually have an added Thai flavor that removes their hard 
edges. For example, the earliest pleng thai sakon - the royal anthem “Sarasern 
Phabarami” was inspired by the British anthem “God Save The Queen.”21 When one 
compares the sound of “God Save the Queen” to “Sarasern Phabarami.” it is obvious 
that the latter sounds “sweeter” and more “gentle.” (Tracks 1.1 and 1.2) This is due in 
a large part to the lesser use of percussion and brass instruments, more focus on 
strings and also the nature of the Thai language which is smooth-sounding and 
musical in its tonality. This “sweeter” aspect of Thai music extends to many of the 
more modern genres of Thai pop music as well, especially String music, which is 
discussed in a later section.  
2.4.1 Lukroong  
One of the main musical genres that branched out from plaeng thai sakon is 
lukroong, a romantic ballad form which originated from the music of itinerant song 
and dance drama groups (lakorn rong) dating back to the late 19th Century. In the 
1930s, the songs from lakorn rong became very popular due largely to the thriving 
film industry. During this period, developments in Thai cinema paralleled that of the 
                                                
21When King Chulalongkorn visited Singapore and the British Military band played “God Save the 
Queen” to welcome him. He was so impressed that on his return to Siam, he instructed his classical 
Thai song masters to create a royal anthem to be used in royal welcoming ceremonies based on “God 
Save the Queen.”  
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Hollywood musical, lakorn Rong was thus incorporated into Thai film. Lukroong was 
borne out of this phenomenon and became a symbol for modernity and urban life in 
the 1930s; indeed, its literal translation is “Child of The City.” Lukroong was 
characterized by slow ballads or ballroom/Latin dance songs crooned by young men 
and women, backed by a combo that might include a violin, a saxophone, a trumpet, 
an accordion, and an electric organ. Played often in clubs and restaurants as well as in 
ballroom dances, it was associated with the wealthier and most Westernized segments 
of Thai society. (Miller 180) In the 1950s, lukroong music in Thai film soon became 
so popular that it became customary for Thai film stars to sing their favorite theme 
songs on stage during the intermission. Thai moviegoers would buy records of film 
music and the Thai record business proliferated because of this. (Rutnin 188) 
Lukroong was thus a symbol of modern life in the post-war period until the 1970s. 
until it was superseded by rock and roll in the ‘70s and then “string” music and Thai 
pop which has taken over since the ‘80s. Today, lukroong still has a following among 
older Thai people. It is used as a period indicator in Thai movie: in the recent retro 
art-film Fah Talai Jone  (Tears of The Black Tiger 2000) for example, it was used 
liberally especially at “city” scenes to recreate the atmosphere of the post-war period.  
2.4.2 Lukthoong  
 If lukroong stood as a symbol of urbanity and wealth in the 30s, Thai Country 
Music known as lukthoong, which literally means, “child of the field,” emerging in 
the mid-1940s, represents the world of the impoverished sons and daughters living in 
the remote provinces of the north, the south and the northeast. Many of them moved 
to Bangkok in search of a better life, but found work as taxi drivers, maids, vendors 
and in even less desirable occupations. Originally called market songs (pleng talat), 
the style blended together folk songs (pleng phua baan), central Thai classical music 
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and Thai folk dances (ram wong) as well as musical influences from the south and 
northeast regions. (Miller 181)  
Though lukthoong was created from the traditional musics of all regions, those 
of the northeast came to dominate all the other regional variations of lukthoong music. 
Being the poorest and most disparaged region, the migrants from the northeast had the 
greatest impetus to move to the city to find work. Many of them eventually became 
singers of lukthoong music, and in these songs, they would capture the lives of 
poverty in their home villages and the urban slums in which they lived. At the same 
time, these songs also celebrated the simple pleasures of life, such as eating Som Tom 
(Thai Papaya Salad).22 These songs gave hope, and a sense of regional identity and 
pride to people of the poorer regions, including its homesick migrants working in 
Bangkok. It should be noted that although lukthoong features these themes mentioned 
above, most lukthoong songs are about love and love lost – much like today’s pop 
songs. However, this does not diminish the symbolism of the countryside that 
lukthoong conveys.  
An experience I had when I was living in Bangkok in 2007 gave me a better 
idea of the emotions that lukthoong engenders in its listeners from the provinces: 
during one of my daily commutes in a taxi, I curiously asked the driver about the 
lukthoong music that was playing in his car; he told me that listening to pleng 
lukthung in his taxi would paint for him comforting pictures of his home in 
Nonthaburi; later, he glowingly told me that I was a “good person” because I had 
expressed an appreciation and interest in lukthoong. Patently, one’s interest/taste in 
music normally does not have any bearing on one’s character; however, the fact that 
he associated lukthoong with “goodness” connotes the idea that he associates the 
                                                
22 This is the title of a popular Lukthung song sung by one of the most well-known female lukthoong 
singers, Pumpuang Duangjan in the 1970s.  
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countryside (or in this case, an appreciation for it) with an inherent “good” quality. 
This view of the countryside as the repository of “goodness” –a way of life where 
people are kind, simple, honest and down-to-earth is strongly associated with 
lukthoong music and is further discussed in Chapter Four.  
From its early beginning in the 1940s, lukthoong grew in popularity and 
eventually reached a level of prominence on par with lukroong music. It soon grew to 
incorporate a wider variety of musical influences: malay strings and fiddles were 
added in the 1950s, as were Latin brass and rhythms like the cha-cha-cha and mambo, 
as well as elements from Hollywood movie music and “yodeling” country and 
western vocal styles. (“lukthung – The Rough Guide to Thailand”). Today, the 
lukthung stars also include urban Thai pop singers who have made the switch to this 
genre. As such, its fan base has now includes urban dwellers and teenagers. However, 
in spite of its wider consumption across the social-classes, it is still seen as music of 
the provinces. 
 Due to the current trend towards nostalgia and the popular theme of the 
countryside in many Thai films, lukthoong tends to feature prominently in many 
recent Thai films. One of the most famous movies that feature this type of music is 
Mon Rak Lukthoong (Mon Loves Lukthoong, 1970) based off the original TV-series. 
This has been followed up by a critically acclaimed commercially successful movie, 
Mon Rak Transistor (Transistor Love Story, 2001) produced and directed by Pen-Ek 
Ratnaruang, arguably the most well-known and respected directors in Thailand as 
well as in the international film circuit. In a more recent movie, Yam Yasothorn (Hello 
Yasothon 2005), a Thai musical-comedy, lukthoong features as a central part of the 
movie where the characters occasionally break out into lukthoong song and dance 
sequences. Apart from these films, lukthoong is used in many other non-lukthoong 
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movies: Ai Faak (The Judgement 2004), about how a village community assumes that 
a young man and his deceased father’s young wife are having an illicit relationship 
and thus ostracizes them, features lukthoong in village celebration scenes and other 
non-diegetic23 scenes. As lukthoong music is so pervasive in Thailand, even movies 
that are not set in the countryside also include lukthoong music: Ok Baytong! (2003) 
about Buddhist-Muslim relations in the South of Thailand, features a modernized 
form of “city” lukthoong performed by dancers in nightclubs.  
 
2.4.3 String 
In the late 1970s the record business declined and was replaced by cassette 
tape recordings. In the same period lukroong music was soon eclipsed by the rock and 
roll phenomenon that was taking over the world. As musicians started to mimic the 
new Western music, a new term was coined, wong shadow (wong meaning group, 
shadow from the British group The Shadows). This eventually evolved into string 
music: Thai-language pop music which rapidly developed in the economic boom 
times of the 1980s.  
Today, string theoretically encompasses almost every modern song genre 
including ballads, rock and alternative, indie, disco, techno/house, heavy metal, 
reggae, ska, rap and underground music, to name a few. However, among Thai 
people, string usually refers to sentimental ballads and pop-songs. Thailand picks up 
the popular music trends in the US, UK and increasingly, East Asian countries like 
Japan, Taiwan and Korea and reassembles them with Thai lyrics and a particular local 
flavor, often with sweet melodies. (“String – The Rough Guide”)  
                                                
23 Diegetic means that the music comes from a source within the movies narrative, non-diegetic means 
that the music does not come from any source within the movie and usually features as part of the 
underscore.  
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Thai pop and rock is often used as a “hook” to make the film resonate more 
deeply with the audiences; the highly successful movie Faen Chan (My Girl, 2003) 
had a nostalgic appeal for audiences in their 20s and 30s due to its liberal use of Thai 
pop music from the ‘80s. Many Thai audiences I interviewed cited Faen Chan as one 
of their most favorite Thai movies because it captured their growing up in the ‘80s.  
The music especially evoked this feeling of nostalgia. Many other movies, especially 
“teen” movies or “coming-of-age” movies tend to foreground Thai pop music as well.  
 
2.5 The Thai “Orchestral” Film-Score?  
Evidently the Thai film score shows overwhelming evidence of incorporating 
the various pre-existing genres of Thai music into the score – the influence of western 
music on these genres of Thai music is evident. However, in the case of music cues in 
the movie that do not feature songs but orchestral cues instead, the process of cultural 
diffusion occurs the other way round, now, Thai film-music composer have to operate 
in a medium that is dictated by Western classical music. In this scenario, to what 
extent can the Thai orchestral film-score be considered authentically “Thai” and not a 
mere imitation of Hollywood film-music? Has the Thai film-score shown any 
evidence of “localizing” this Western import? The next section explores these 
questions.  
 
2.5.1 The Status of Thai Film Music Today 
As a genre of music, film-music tends to be consumed by a niche market. 
Since the 1960s, however, the phenomenon of compilation soundtracks, which feature 
popular music from well-known artists has increased the visibility of film-music and 
made the sale of original soundtrack albums a valuable source of revenue for movie 
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producers. In fact, one of the best-selling CDs in the world, having sold over 42 
million copies worldwide, is the soundtrack to The Bodyguard, best known for 
Whitney Houston’s signature song “I Will Always Love You”  However, among the 
symphonic scores, it is mainly the music of very high profile film-music composers, 
such John William and Hans Zimmer that have captured the popular imagination, 
most of the other scores tend to cater only to a smaller group of film-music fans 
around the world.  
In Thailand, orchestral film-music has an even more obscure status. Of the 
nearly twenty movies that Thailand’s leading film-composer, Chatchai Pongpraphan 
has scored, many of them being high-profile Thai movies, only Khan Kluay (2008), a 
childrens’ animation movie, has had its soundtrack album made available for sale. As 
Chatchai put it,  
“As film-composers, naturally we will want to put our music out on CDs for 
sale, but most times, it the producers won’t do it, because the demand for it 
isn’t there.” 24  
 
 More often than not, the popularity of a movie affects the consumption of 
movie-scores. Through interviews with various Thai people, including film audiences, 
film-critics and music and movie scholars, I learned that that Thai films, especially 
those that try to break out from the mould of comedy, horror and action genres, still 
have a somewhat subaltern status in Thai society even though Thai cinema has seen a 
semi-revival in the past decade or so. Many Thai film audiences I spoke to were not 
familiar with Thai movies; they could only name a handful of Thai movies of the top 
of their head that they had watched. Some even mentioned to me that thy did not like 
watching Thai movies as most of them are about “sex and violence and horror.”25 
                                                
24 Interview with Chatchai at his studio at RCA.  
25 Quoted from an interview with a Thai-policy researcher.  
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While Thai television is widely embraced by Thai society, the same cannot be said 
about Thai film. As a film-critic for The Bangkok Post, noted: 
“Thai people can be quite mean when it comes to Thai movies, if they watch 
a farang26 movie and its not good. They don’t make a big deal of it, but if 
they watch a Thai movie and its not good, they are really critical about it.” 
         - Kong Rithdee  
 One can only surmise that Thai people may be more critical about Thai 
movies because of their emotional investment in it when they decide to take the “risk” 
to watch a Thai movie in spite of the prevailing societal misgivings towards the 
quality of Thai films. Following the somewhat subaltern status of Thai film in 
Thailand, Thai film music has even less of a popular audience. As the prospect for 
soundtrack album sales to generate revenue is not nearly as promising in Thailand as 
it is in the States, it is not surprising that the film-score is often not a very big priority 
on the budget agenda in the production of Thai films. As Amornbhong 
Metakunavudh, a Thai film music producer who has worked with many of the most 
established Thai-movie makers27 expressed, the main difference between the Thai 
film-score and that of the Hollywood score is the “budget.” While many Thai films 
have orchestral scoring, they are often produced for a small fraction of what a movie 
of the similar type in Hollywood would cost. The cost of scoring a Hollywood 
feature-film ranges from USD $20,000 for very-low budget films and to in excess of 
USD $1,000,000 for a big-budget studio release using the services of a well-known 
composer. (Brabec and Brabec 16)  
Thai film-scores however, are produced at a tiny fraction of that cost: 
According to Pongpraphan, the typical cost of scoring a feature film in Thailand starts 
at 300,000 THB (about USD 9000) and reaches a maximum of 1 to 2 million THB 
(about USD 30,000) for large-scale “blockbuster” Thai movies. This budget usually 
                                                
26 “farang” is the colloquial term for “Western” 
27 This list includes Pen-Ek Ratanaruang, Wisit Sasanatieng, Ekkachai Uekrongthem 
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falls far short of what it costs to hire a “live” orchestra to play the music28. This 
means that although orchestral music is sometimes used in the soundtrack, it is 
usually not actual “live” recordings of orchestral musicians playing the score but is 
electronically simulated using virtual instruments instead, this limits the extents to 
which the Thai films-score can attain an authentic symphonic sound. While bigger-
budget movies such as Khan Klay II (2008) could afford a live-orchestra, it stands as 
a unique case amongst the majority of Thai films, hence Thai orchestral film-music 
often lack the “big sound” (as Amornbhong puts it) and perhaps the quality that 
Hollywood films have.  
 
2.5.2 Some Characteristics of the Modern Thai Film-Score 
1. Hybridized Music 
 Having said this, Thai film-composers seem to have turned this limitation into 
an advantage. Thai film-scores are characterized by simple arrangements, local 
instruments, such as the saw (fiddle) or ranad-ek (xylophone) are often foregrounded 
in melody of the score with the orchestra in the background, thus, even if the 
orchestra is digitally sampled, it is not obvious as the main instrument is being played 
by a “live” musician. This works out economically as it is usually cheaper to hire 
musicians who play traditional Thai instruments than those who play Western 
orchestral instruments29  
Aesthetically speaking, it also gives the film-soundtrack a unique “Thai” 
flavor which eludes the soundtracks of many Hollywood movies that have tried to 
reproduce Thailand in its movies. Anna and The King (1999) for example, has a lush 
                                                
28 According to Chatchai, it ranges from 60,000-100,000 THB just to hire about 20 musicians to record 
a 5-8 minute cue. This does not include the studio rental fee.  
29 Interview with Anant and Amornbhong 
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orchestral score and employs the use the pentatonic scale to recreate an “Oriental” 
flavor, and even incorporates Thai instruments to a limited extent, but the overall 
“feel” of the music is still very much dictated by western art music conventions: the 
liberal use of brass, woodwinds and strings results in a sound that belies the Asian 
world that it tries to recreate. The original music score for Brokedown Palace (1999) 
employs a similar strategy, except that it instead of Thai traditional instruments it 
incorporates Chinese instruments into the orchestral music. Apparently as long as the 
score is “Asianized,” it does not matter which Asian country is represented in the 
music. This somewhat cavalier “Pan-Asianization” approach to portraying Asian 
countries in Hollywood film gets taken to a somewhat ridiculous extent in 
Kickboxer(1989) set in Thailand where the purportedly “Thai” nurses converse to 
each other in Cantonese instead of in Thai. From a Hollywood director’s point of 
view, these aberrations are of little consequence, as the main audience addressed 
cannot tell the difference between the two languages, let alone the musical 
instruments of two different Asian cultures. Moreover, it is not likely that ethnically 
“accurate” film-music be well received in America where the dominant musical tastes 
are shaped by Western musical conventions.  
“The ethnic-Oriental is particularly worth talking about because if one were 
to give the pure ethnological answer musically, they would throw it out in a 
second” 
 
   -Jerry Goldsmith, Hollywood Film-music composer 
While the Thai audience may not be able to consciously recognize the 
difference in the film-scores of Thai movies as compared to Hollywood movies, it is 
most likely felt on a sub-conscious level. This is evinced in the sentiments of several 
Thai film-composers I spoke with: Amornbhong’s stated that the “Thai audience can’t 
tell but they know” the difference between a Hollywood score and a Thai score, 
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whilst Chatchai stated that, unlike the Hollywood film-score, the film-score 
incorporates “Thai culture and thought.” 
“Thai movies are different from Hollywood movies, if we want to see a 
Hollywood movie, we will go see it, we won’t go to watch a Thai movie … 
we cannot do what Hollywood does, it is a much bigger industry… instead, 
we should do what we’re good at doing.” 
      - Chatchai Pongpraphan 
 
 Evidently, there has been adaptation and localization of Western film-scoring 
standards in the Thai film score. It should be noted that in spite of using Traditional 
Thai instruments, the Thai-film score still retains a sound that appeals easily to 
moviegoers in both the local and international context. This is usually achieved by re-
tuning the Thai instruments (usually tuned to the Thai scale which is seven tones at 
and equidistance apart) to the twelve-toned equidistant Western chromatic scale so 
that it can be played in tune with other Western instruments such as orchestral strings 
and the piano. This is a common device in the Thai film score and can be seen in the 
opening sequence of Beautiful Boxer (2003) where a Saw-Uu (Thai Fiddle) is 
foregrounded in the melody and in the famous duet-scene in The Overture (2004) 
where father and son play a harmonious duet on the Piano and the Radna-ek.  
 The blending of Thai and Western music dates back to the late 19th century 
with the inception of the Siamese Brass Band which played traditional Thai melodies 
on Western brass instruments. Some of the pioneers in hybridized Thai music came 
from the Royal family: Prince Nakorn Sawan (1881-1944) composed the famous 
traditional piece “Khaek mon bang khun phrom” and wrote the Mekla waltzes, said to 
be the first original Thai work for symphony orchestra. Prince Narit (1863-1947), 
composer of several of Thailand’s most beloved compositions also created the 
Cinderella Suite, based on a Western story. Even now, most of Thailand’s most 
famous and innovative composers such as Dnu Huntrakul (b. 1950), Panya 
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Roongruang (b.1947) and Somtow Sucharitkul (b.1952) combine in some way both 
Thai and Western instruments, with or without the use of Thai melodies. One of 
Thailand’s most well known traditional ensembles, Fong Naam combines Thai traits 
with Western classical, jazz, and popular styles using a mixture of Thai and Western 
instruments. (Miller 72) Even in everyday-life in Bangkok, the presence of such 
hybrid-music is pervasive: “Green Music” – a brand of easy-listening, “relaxation” 
music blending Thai and Western instrumentation, is heard in the elevators, shopping 
centers and in sky-train stations throughout Bangkok. As Miller and Williams note, 
“A clear distinction cannot be made between ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ composition 
in Thailand. Rather, they are two ends of a continuum.” (71)  
 
2. Referencing Hollywood & Originality 
 Such hybridized music is not always used in the film-scores of Thai movies. 
Movies with a modern context tend to feature more generic Western instrumentation 
and soundscapes in their soundtracks such as that of the horror movie Shutter (2004) 
which is virtually indistinguishable from Hollywood horror-tracks. Sometimes, where 
it suits the narrative needs of the movie, Hollywood-composing styles are referenced 
or copied. In Khan Kluay (2006) for example, Chatchai scored a cue in a style that 
was plainly characteristic of Thomas Newman’s30 composing style, evoking a furtive, 
percussive feel, much needed for that particular scene where the protagonist, a baby 
elephant, was tip-toeing around in an enemy camp. When I asked him about this, he 
was quite delighted that I noticed the similarity in style and very unabashedly 
admitted to “referencing” Thomas Newman, even though he had won, with his score 
for Khan Kluay, five different awards for “best original score.” 
                                                
30 A Hollywood composer who has scored many well-known movies such as American Beauty (1999), 
Finding Nemo (2003) and Wall-E (2008) 
 45 
‘A good composer does not imitate. He steals.’ 
- Igor Fyodorovich Stravinsky (1882-1971) 
 
Originality in music, especially in film music is a particularly tricky subject as 
being original in the business is not always required, or even desirable. According to 
Charles Bernstein, a Hollywood film-music composer,  
“much of the music in films should sound familiar. In this way, the 
music can help establish periods in history, different localities, atmospheres, 
styles -- familiar touches that help tell the story. A composer can only go so 
far, and no further, before the novelty of style may distract from a film’s 
emotional requirements. So, film music has always been essentially 
derivative” 
 
  In fact, film-music is rooted in the western romantic music tradition which 
itself, featured powerful expression of emotions, often revealing the innermost 
thoughts and feelings of its composers. Apart from emotions, the topical interest of 
these composers also encompassed subject matters like “Far off lands, the distant 
past, dreams, night and moonlight, rivers, lakes and forests, nature and the seasons, 
the joy and pain of love, fairy tales and the supernatural’ 31 (Fuller, “Romantic 
Music”) all of which reads somewhat like scenes from a wide array of movies. Thus, 
there was more than a grain of truth in his statement when one of Hollywood’s 
greatest film-music composers Dimitri Tiomkin, cheerfully quipped in his famous 
1954 Academy Award acceptance speech,  
 “I would like to thank Johannes Brahms, Johann Strauss, Richard Strauss, 
Richard Wagner, Beethoven, Rimsky-Korsakv….”  
  
 The audience laughed uproariously but Tiomkin had reason enough to 
acknowledge these composers as he was born in Tsarist Russia and had received his 
musical training in the European art music tradition. As Bernstein notes,  
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“Great composers of the past thought nothing of taking whole themes from 
each other, not to mention styles. Yet, their music still sounds fresh, 
individual and original centuries later.”  
 
Hence while Thai film music may not always be highly innovative in that it 
borrows discursively from the West, there are still fresh sounding musics to be found 
in the wealth of Thai film-scores that are produced every year.  
 
3. Technological and Musical Developments 
Much of the technology used to score movies today has inevitably resulted in 
a certain homogeneity in which movies are scored. Most of the film-composers I 
spoke to used the same or similar music software and virtual instruments (mostly 
created in the States) to score films, it is thus easier for them to copy Hollywood film-
scoring styles which use basically the same software to simulate orchestral music.  
However, technology is a double-edged sword, it has also allowed for innovation in 
the use of traditional Thai music. With today’s technology, it is possible to build your 
own music library by recording individual notes of any instrument. In fact, Hans 
Zimmer is notorious for hiring “live” orchestral players and having them play long, 
sustained single notes so that he can build up a massive private library of various 
orchestral instruments.32 
 In any case, this technology has allowed Thai film-composers to create sound-
libraries of Traditional Thai instruments such as the ranad-ek, thus allowing them to 
“play” the instrument in ways that would not be physically possible if one were to try 
to use a real ranad-ek. Chatchai employed this technique in his score for the 
renowned romantic horror-film, Nang Nak (1999) which also garnered a few awards 
for “best score” in Thailand. Technological developments have also made it possible 
                                                
32 Hummie Mann, an Emmy-Award winning Hollywood Film-Composer made this observation at his 
film-scoring class in June 2008, which I attended.  
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for the film-composer, whose traditional role was exclusively limited to creating 
solely the music, to become the sound-designer as well. In Thailand, film-music 
composers often double up as sound-designers because of the limited budget film-
makers have to create the soundtrack. Though recognized as Thailand’s leading film-
composer, Chatchai still prefers to identify himself as a “sound-designer” rather than 
a “film-composer.”  
 
2.6 “There is nothing new under the sun” 
As Garfais points out, because of the fact that music grows out and is a 
reflection of culture, there is nothing “really new” in “new” musics, because even 
when musicians create something entirely new, it is still based on what existed in 
previous experience. There are what he terms “innovations and brilliant new ideas” in 
any particular age, but these are ultimately still an outgrowth of the same culture. 
Even the resistance to an old established idea and the creation of something 
consciously different from the past is in itself recognition of that past. (Garfais 7)  
So too, Bernstein borrowed the phrase “there is nothing new under the sun” 
(NIV Bible Ecclesiates. 1:9) to encapsulate the idea that logically speaking, there is 
nothing original in music as it is limited to “twelve notes and a short stack of chords 
to work with.” However, this paper studies not how Thai film-music is “new”, but 
rather how it is uniquely “used” with respect to ends and references pertinent to the 
culture of the Thai middle classes.  
While Thailand has long been subject to Western cultural influences and its 
homogenizing and modernizing forces, it has also been the only Southeast Asian 
country that did not become colonized hence allowing Thailand’s culture to integrate 
more independently (and perhaps more readily) with the West than that of its other 
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Southeast Asian neighbors. This perhaps explains the much greater extent of 
hybridized music in the cities of Thailand as compared to than in Indonesia or even 
Malaysia.33 Today evidences of modernization and affluence is apparent in cities 
throughout the country. This includes technology, popular music, fast food, films, 
shopping malls, lifestyles, and a preference for English as evidenced by the numerous 
advertisements and agencies that offer English lessons to native Thai speakers. Yet, as 
Miller notes, “much of this kind of westernization appears to be superficial, retaining 
a particularly Thai character.” (53)  
In the following chapters I elucidate how this particular Thai character is 
retained the way music is discursively used in the film-scores, defining itself within a 
globalized context against Western homogenizing cultural forces.  
 
There may be nothing new under the sun, but there’s always 
 something new and wondrous to be found under the moon.   
 











                                                
33 This observation was made by a Southeast Asian ethnomusicologist I interviewed.   
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Chapter 3 “Occidentalizing” the West in Thai Film Music 
 
3.1 An Alternative Thai Identity 
 In the previous chapter, we looked at how the different Thai music genres 
have been incorporated into Thai movie soundtracks over the years. We also saw how 
the main genres of Thai music used in film, from lukthoong to classical Thai music 
have been influenced by Western music. In this chapter however, I focus on how the 
process of perceptual association has resulted in the “Occidentalization” of the West 
through the discursive use of music in Thai film.  In this process, western music is 
associated with negative character stereotypes through the juxtaposition of various 
western musics with on-screen representations of moral ambiguity. I suggest that this 
is a process by which cultural stereotypes surrounding the “Thai” identity is preserved 
whilst making room for the creation of an alternative Thai identity that is modern yet 
still “Thai.”  
 
3.2 Unpacking “Occidentalism” 
 
 The word “Occidentalism” is fraught with negative connotations. Primarily, 
the discourse surrounding “Occidentalism” presents it as the counterpart to 
“Orientalism” - a word that gained currency in cultural relations and post-colonial 
studies when Edward Said wrote a book of that same title in 1978. In Orientalism 
(1978) Said described Orientalizing as the presentation of the “other” in essentialized 
form as “absolutely different… from the West” (96) This was a system of cultural 
domination by perpetuated by the colonizing West i.e. France and Britain and 
reproduced post WWII in America’s relationship to the East. (Said 4) According to 
Said, “the relationship between Occident and Orient is a relationship of power, of 
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domination, of varying degrees of complex hegemony,” (5) and it is “the result of 
cultural hegemony at work… that gives Orientalism the durability and the strength [in 
putting] the Westerner in a whole series of possible relationships with the Orient 
without ever losing him the relative upper hand.” (7)  
As a counterpart to Orientalism, Occidentalism is thus often seen as the anti-
thesis and post-colonial response to Orientalism. Indeed, Wang likens it to a “ 
‘decolonizing’ and even anti-colonialist strategy of discourse getting along with the 
local decolonizing movement.” (63) In more pejorative and American-centric 
literature, it is made synonymous with “Anti-westernism” and a “hatred for the west.” 
In Occidentalism (2006), Buruma and Margalit conceive of Occidentalism as “the 
view of the West… which strips its human targets of their humanity...” and see it as a 
form of “intellectual destruction” which “diminishes an entire society or civilization 
to a mass of soul-less, decadent, money-grubbing, rootless, faithless, unfeeling 
parasites.” Buruma and Margalit further contend that the study of Occidentalism will 
unveil the historical, socio-cultural and ideological reasons that have motivated 
terrorism in the Middle-East in the wake of the September 11th crisis. Indeed, the 
reason put forth for “understanding Occidentalism” and its adherents is to prevent the 
further “destruction of humanity” as manifested in the September 11th crisis.  
   “Our aim is to understand what drives Occidentalism… without 
understanding those who hate the West, we cannot hope to stop them from 
destroying humanity.” 
       (Buruman and Margalit 12) 
 
Some critics have said that end result of both Orientalism and Occidentalism 
is that the elements being studied through these frameworks become understood in 
reified, essentialist terms, each being defined by its difference from the other element 
of the opposed pair. As the counterpart of Orientalism, Occidentalism is seen to 
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promote cultural clashes and oppositions and is therefore undesirable. (Wang 64) Said 
himself expressed, “I hope to have shown my reader that the answer to Orientalism is 
not Occidentalism.”(328).  
However, in using “Occidentalism” as a conceptual framework for the study 
of Thai film-music, I do not reinforce a mode of thinking that is characterized by 
binary opposition, neither do I subscribe to the view that using the framework of 
“Orientalism” or “Occidentalism” is necessarily reifying or essentializing. Rather, I 
suggest that using the lens of “Occidentalism” to study film music in Southeast Asian 
cultures provides an important framework for understanding cross-cultural relations 
and collective identity formations in these societies. More specifically, I suggest that 
“Occidentalism” in Thai film music, whereby the West is often stereotypically 
associated with images of “deviance,” “immorality” and “change” that is at odds with 
Thai culture, is part of a larger process by which the Thai identity, in its filmic 
representations, has resolved its internal contradictions largely by localizing aspects 
of Western culture so as to create a modern and distinct Thai identity that resonates 
with an urban based Thai middle class audience.  
 
3.3 The Thai Identity and the West 
Thailand has had a long history of interaction with the West which has 
brought about widespread Thai socio-political and economic change associated with 
modernization and the concomitant development of Thai national identity. In this 
section, I elucidate how the Thai national identity has developed through the different 
epochs of Thailand’s historical relation with the West beginning from King 
Chulalongkorn’s reign (Rama V 1868-1910), regarded as the “Father of Thai 
modernization,” up till present day under King Bhumibol Adulyadej (Rama IX 1950-
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present) and examine how the Thai national identity has come to be defined against 
the “Other,” as embodied by the West.  
Gellner puts forth two definitions of nation: the first suggests that individuals 
are of the same nation if they share the same culture, a term he uses in the 
anthropological sense to mean a “system of ideas, … signs and associations” (7) This 
cultural view of the nation is historically related to an ethnic concept, expressed in the 
Latin word natio, meaning “breed” or “race” occupying an identifiable territory. 
(Williams 1983; 271) The second definition Gellner offers is that people are of the 
same nation when they recognize or consider themselves members of a collective 
entity in which they have “certain mutual rights and duties to each other [by] virtue of 
their shared membership of it.” (7) These two definitions of nation are embodied in 
the Thai word chat, a term derived from Pali-Sanskrit, which had originally carried a 
number of meanings, such as birth, race lineage, and origin. (Pallegoix 883; Bradley 
179) The meaning of this word broadened to encompass the Western idea of nation in 
the nineteenth century when contacts between the Siamese and Europeans increased. 
From the earliest records of chat found in the royal chronicles of the mid-nineteenth 
century, it appears that initially, chat was used only in relation to Europeans. While a 
range of terms were officially employed to denote the Thai polity, such as Prathet 
Sayam, or Muang Thai, nowhere in the chronicles was Chat Thai or Chat Sayam used 
to signify Thai or Siamese nation. (Barmé 16) 
It was only in the latter part of the nineteenth century that chat was used to 
denote the Thai polity. This growing awareness of Thai nationhood took place in the 
context of increasing British and French control over Burmese and Vietnamese 
territory in the mid-1880s. As Streckfuss notes, King Chulalongkorn led Siam in 
extensive modernizing reforms in response to British and French imperialist threats 
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by following Western models for government and social administration as well as the 
appropriation and application of European notions of race and identity. (125) Through 
these reforms, King Chulalongkorn was able to finesse favorable territorial cessations 
to the French and British. Though ostensibly a loss to Siam, these territorial cessations 
were instrumental in saving her from colonization. (125) At the same time, between 
1892 and 1905, the Thai monarchy was able to centralize power as never before. A 
functionally specialized bureaucracy was established, military conscription 
introduced, and slavery formally abolished, as was corvée labor service (Barmé 7) As 
a result of these reforms, local loyalties and relationships which characterized the 
previous feudal system of rule were undermined and transferred towards the absolute 
monarchy, which sought to create a new, wider affiliation for its subjects by 
promoting the idea of nation. (Barmé 7) In 1893, especially, Chat also gained 
currency among the educated through the writings of local intellectuals when tensions 
between Siam and France over territorial interests intensified. As Franco-Siamese 
relations reached a crisis point in April 1893, the weekly newspaper Thamasat 
winitchai, ran an editorial calling for unity against the French in order to show 
gratitude to the king, to defend Buddhism, “and maintain the freedom and 
independence of the Thai race/nation [chat Thai].” (qtd. in Barmé 17) 
In the next reign, King Vajiravudh (1910-1925) developed an official 
discourse of Thai nationalism. Educated in England where he grew into awareness of 
British Nationalism, Vajiravudh borrowed the British formula of “God, King and 
Country” and transformed it into “Nation, Religion and King,” a term that he 
promulgated as the three pillars of Thai Nationalism. It was during this period that the 
idea of the King, as the people’s “representative” became so entrenched that anything 
which threatened the monarch was synonymous to a threat to the nation itself. (Barmé 
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29) However the emergent middle-class, made up of state officials as well as other 
members of the population who had been similarly exposed to modern education and 
Western ideas of civilization and progress were ideologically opposed to absolutist 
rule and hostile to King Vajiravudh’s profligate spending34, frivolous lifestyle and 
lack of concern for Siam’s economic welfare; increasingly, they called for a 
participatory form of politics modeled after the West. (Barmé 22) Yet, in spite of this, 
King Vajiravudh is widely acknowledged as the “Father of Thai nationalism” as he 
lay down the ideological formulation of “Nation, Religion and King” which was later 
built upon by Thailand’s future leaders.  
When Vajiravudh passed away at the end of 1925, the country was in 
economic turmoil and there was widespread disenchantment with royal prestige 
among the educated and informed sections of the populace. However, the next 
premier, King Prajadhipok (Rama VII), was able to avert a worsening of the financial 
situation by implementing comprehensive austerity measures, thus restoring some 
confidence in the monarchy. (Barmé 64) For a while, the absolutist monarchy seemed 
stable, however the Great Depression was decisive in undermining the prestige of the 
absolute monarchy as the economic situation in Siam worsened. It was at this critical 
juncture that the People’s Party gained a political foothold: through representing 
themselves as a more viable and representative political alternative to the absolute 
monarchy, the People’s Party was able to win more sympathizers. Finally, in June 
1932, following a military coup instigated by the People’s Party, Siam was 
transformed from an absolute monarchy to a constitutional monarchy. 
As noted by Barmé, this period from 1932-41 represents a watershed in Thai 
history as it marked the transition from centuries of royalist rule to a constitutional 
                                                
34 The palace electric light bill alone was reliably reported to have cost seventy-five thousand pounds 
sterling per annum. (Bangkok Times Weekly Mail 18 June 1923)  
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form of government dominated by the military. (1) It was during this period that 
“Thai conduct” (khwan riaproi, or orderliness) was formalized and inculcated on a 
mass level especially through the works of the author Luang Wichit Wathankan 
(1898-1962) who served as the Director General of the Fine Arts Department from 
1932-42 and in various other prominent capacities in the next two decades. (Barmé 4; 
Chaloemtiarana 144-45) As a prolific writer and one of Thailand’s first radio 
personalities, he promulgated the importance of civilization and progress and 
advocated the notion that a nation could only progress if its countrymen were 
upstanding moral citizens. Greatly influenced by Western thought, he culled many 
western ideas and localized them for Thailand; he rewrote the history of Siam in 
relation to that of other countries, presenting Thai people in highly favorable terms 
and successfully instilling a sense of pride in many of his readers. (Barmé 49) 
In 1938, Field Marshall Phibun, one of the leaders of the People’s party, 
became the Prime Minister.35 Together with Luang Wichitwathakan, the Minister of 
Propaganda, he built a leadership cult in 1938 through mass media and instituted a 
“modernization program” whereby Western culture was promoted and Thai culture 
suppressed through a series of cultural mandates which were purportedly “aimed to 
uplift the national spirit and moral code of the nation and instilling progressive 
tendencies and a newness into Thai life.” In reality though, these mandates aping 
western custom were so indiscriminately imposed on Thai people that they were 
forced to “don hats and socks and the men were required to kiss their wives when 
leaving for work” according to Western societal norms.  (Miller & Williams 180) In 
contrast, Thai custom and practice such as its music, dress and codes of conduct were 
labeled as “backward” and summarily outlawed. Phibun justified the suppression of 
                                                
35 Phibun ruled from 1938 to 44 and from 1948-57. He was allied with the Japanese during WWII and 
thus lost power in the interim period from 1944-1948 following the Japanese defeat. 
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Thai custom and tradition as a means to make Thailand a “modern” and “civilized” 
nation in the eyes of a Western dominated world. Ironically, although many aspects of 
Thai culture was outlawed during this time, it a was particularly formative period for 
Thai national identity as it increased national awareness and adherence to a centrally-
defined “Thai identity”: apart from imposing western customs, these cultural 
mandates also required that Thais salute the Thai flag in public, sing the national 
anthem (then penned by Wichit)36, and use the Thai language instead of regional 
dialect. Phibun also encouraged economic nationalism, urging Thai people to buy 
Thai products thereby reducing the Chinese influence on the markets at that time. It 
was thus during this period Gellner’s social conditions for the creation of nation, that 
is, “standardized, homogeneous, centrally sustained high culture, pervading entire 
populations…[which are] the natural repositories of political legitimacy” were fully 
met. (55)  
When Phibun fell from power in 1958 in another military coup by Sarit 
Thanarat and his generals, “Westernization” took on a new form under Sarit 
Thanarat’s military dictatorship (1958-1963) and later, that of his associates and 
successors Thanom and Praphat (1963-1973). This period of military dictatorship can 
justifiably be called the “American Era” (Anderson 19) in modern Thai history. Sarit 
declared martial law and justified his authoritarianism in two ways: firstly by 
advocating for a return to “Thai traditions of social law and order” and secondly by 
accelerating economic development under an economic plan designed by the United 
States and the World Bank that promoted market competition and private investment. 
He emphasized the idea of “Nation, Religion, King,” and revitalized the monarchy 
which had been suppressed under Phibun’s reign.  
                                                
36 The current national anthem has since been revised; the music and melody is composed by Phra 
Chen Duriyang and the lyrics are penned by Luang Saranupraphan.  
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Sarit’s dictatorship and that of his successors, Thanom Kittikachorn and 
Praphat Charusathian, were backed by the American administration and capital as 
Thailand was the U.S.’s sole ally in mainland Southeast Asia in its anti-communist 
Vietnam War (1945-1975) front. This led to a period of intense economic 
development marked by a huge influx of foreign money in the form of American 
military expenditures from the bases in Siam and “rural development” heavily 
financed by the U.S. government in a bid to tighten Bangkok’s administrative grip on 
the country’s agricultural populations. While this precipitated progress and 
development in the education, infrastructure and agriculture, it also brought about a 
vast increase of social problems such as prostitution,37 drug addiction and social 
dislocation due to rural-urban migration coupled with rapid urbanization.  
With the military came also a swelling army of American businessmen, 
missionaries, technocrats, academics and tourists. (Anderson 24) The impact of all 
this was as much cultural as social: decay of traditional arts in the face of American 
pop culture; decline in the legitimacy of the monkhood as materialism infiltrated its 
ranks, a overwhelming growth of consumer culture among youth and the massive 
migration of large number of Thai to California. (Anderson 24) This culture of 
consumerism was to become further entrenched especially in the urban centers of 
Thailand post 1973, in the mid-1980s up to the Asian Economic Crisis in 1997, which 
marked another sustained period of economic growth in Thailand. As evidence from 
King Chulalongkorn’s time, the push to modernization in Thailand can largely be 
attributed to the western presence and influence. Westernization is thus often 
associated with modernization. Yet, it is widely held that the essence of Thainess has 
been well preserved up to the present time despite modernity and its effects. The 
                                                
37 Due to the large number of U.S. servicemen stationed in Thailand 
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nationalist discourse presumes that the great leaders (King Mongkut and King 
Chulalongkorn) selectively adopted only good things from the West for the country 
while preserving the traditional values at their best. (Winachakul 3) Even from the 
mid-nineteenth century, not long before his death, King Nangklao (Rama III) had 
cautioned, 
“There will be troubles… with the farangs. (Westerners) Take good care; do 
not fall into their trap. Whatever they have invented or done, which we 
should know and do, we can imitate and learn from them…” (qtd. in Barme 
19)  
 
Whereas, science and technology are seen as the “good things” that Thailand  
has adopted from the West, moral and cultural decay are often associated with 
Western influence.  
As counterpart to this discourse about the West, there is a widespread 
assumption that there is such as thing as a common Thai nature or identity: 
khwampenthai (Thainess) (Winichakul 3). This notion is reinforced by the many 
government-sponsored campaigns to promote Thai culture and commercial 
advertisements that promote products on the basis of their intrinsic “Thainess.”  
(Tejapira 2002) Yet, it is evident that while “Thainess” is a generally a desired trait 
among Thai people, it has never been clearly defined, but rather, conveniently 
identified as what it is not, thus creating an “Other” to substantiate the myth of a true 
“Thai nature” that is shared by all Thai people. As evinced in the shifting 
formulations of Thai national identity from the late nineteenth century up till now, it 
is evident that the Thai identity is “discursively defined and claimed by the authorities 
of diverse ideological camps” (Winichakul 11) Following this idea, Winichakul thus 
suggests that ‘the competing conceptions of “Thainess” are structured by the 
constellations of power within society and its struggles are “[no] less violent, 
oppressive, and hegemonic than the Orientalists’ desire to inscribe the Oriental.” (11)  
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3.4 The Use of Stereotypes: Thai vs. Farang  
In discussing khwanpenthai (Thainess), Winachakul points out that although 
“Thainess” is a discursively defined category that is subject to contending 
interpretations, they “share a similar concern about Buddhism and the threat of 
Western culture to Thainess.” Winichakul uses the term “negative identification” to 
describe the process where “Thainess” is defined by what is distinctively “un-Thai.” 
The essence of this is an Us-Them kind of relationship that functions on a basis of 
negative stereotyping of the “Other” whose role is often fulfilled by the farang 
(Westerner). Thai people have thus always been warned not to tamkon farang (“tag 
along behind the Westerners”). For them, “Thainess…is something the farang can 
approach but never reach with the utmost intimacy that Thai people can. This 
Thainess is what Thai people belong to and are part of” (Winichakul 7) whereas the 
farang and the “Western-ness” which he embodies, is stereotypically associated with 
a “debauched, idle and self-destructive” image  (Bonnet 114) purportedly “foreign” to 
Thai culture and values.  
 While being “Thai” may be defined in terms of national identity, it takes on an 
ethnic ascription when it is juxtaposed against the farang identity that transcends 
conceptions of the nation. The nexus of this Thai vs. farang relationship is thus one 
that is fundamentally defined according to ethnic stereotypes.  
While Erikson (1993) notes that stereotypes need not be true or necessarily 
give good descriptions of what people actually do, they have a useful function in that 
they help the individual to create order in an otherwise excruciatingly complicated 
social universe. In addition to this, negative stereotypes directed towards a ruling 
group may alleviate feelings of powerlessness and resignation – a kind of symbolic 
revenge of the downtrodden. It is also crucial in defining the boundaries of one’s own 
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group. In all of these social transactions, stereotypes can be morally ambiguous and 
contested by different parties. (Erikson 25)  
Eidheim shows how negative stereotyping can be interrelated with a shared 
cultural repertoire – indeed, that both aspects are probably necessary components of a 
stable system of interethnic relations. This marks a process whereby the mutual 
demarcation process shifts from one of “dichotomisation” to that of 
“complementarisation” whereby cultural differences communicated through ethnicity 
are considered a fact and frequently an asset. The previous relationship which was 
defined as an Us-Them kind of relationship has now become a We-You kind of 
process. (Eidheim 39-57) The stereotypes that originally defined each opposed group 
hence become less rigidly defined and the relationship between the two groups turn 
from one of conflict to that of cooperation and mutual acknowledgement. (Erikson 
28) 
In the following case studies, I elucidate how the discursive use of music to 
reinforce stereotypes and “Occidentalize” the West in Thai film facilitates the 
development of an alternative Thai identity as it embodies a transition from an “Us-
Them” approach to thinking about the West to a “We-They” relationship. This 
relationship is defined by a shared cultural repertoire between Thailand and the West 









3.5 “Hound Dog”  
Earlier, I stated that the music in Thai films is used very differently from that 
in Hollywood films. This is produced by and reproduces cultural ideologies amongst 
its listeners that are based on normative values and ideas in Thailand instead of that in 
the States. When audiences of a different culture consume the same piece of music, it 
is expected that the audience’s perceptual association of the music will differ as well.  
To illustrate this point, let us examine the different use of the song “Hound 
Dog” in two movies, Forrest Gump (1994) and Dang Bireley’s and the Young 
Gangsters (1997). Forrest Gump is a comedy-drama whilst Dang Bireley’s is a crime-
drama, but they are both set in the 1950s, which explains the use the use of the song 
which was popularized by Elvis Presley in the ‘50s. However, before discussing how 
it was used in both these movies, let us study the socio-cultural impact of the song of 
Elvis’s version of the song.  
“Hound dog,” was penned by Jerry Lieber and Mike Stoller in the 
quintessential 12-bar blues format and originally recorded by Willie Mae “Big 
Mama” Thornton in 1952.  Prior to Elvis Presley, many other artists had also recorded 
covers of “Hound Dog”. However, it was Presley’s 1956 remake of “Hound Dog” that 
is the best-known version and which currently stands at no. 19 on Rolling Stone’s list 
of The 500 Greatest Songs of All Time. (“The RS 500 Greatest Songs of All Time”)  
Presley first performed “Hound Dog” to a nation wide television audience in 
the States on The Milton Berle Show on June 5, 1956. (Video 3.1) Presley started off 
the song at a brisk pace and then turned up the heat by switching abruptly to half-
tempo: he threw his arm back signaling to the band to stop, looked intently at the 
audience and then began pulse slowly and suggestively to a much slower groove, 
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whilst crooning “You ain't-a nuthin' but a hound dog, cuh-crying all the time.” This 
smoldering rendition of “Hound Dog” replete with the notorious “gyrations” that later 
earned him the moniker “Elvis The Pelvis,” elicited much excitement, especially from 
the female spectators at the studio.  
Over 40,000,000 people saw the performance on television. The next day 
controversy exploded: Berle's network received many letters of protest. Outraged 
conservatives attacked Elvis in the press while TV critics vilified Elvis, calling him “a 
no talent performer,” with a “caterwauling voice and nonsense lyrics.” They accused 
him of being an “influence on juvenile delinquency,” and began using the nickname 
“Elvis the Pelvis.” (Horner and Swiss 195) 
However, in spite of these negative reactions, Presley's “Hound Dog” sold 
over 4 million copies in the States on its first release. It was his best selling single and 
starting in July 1956, it spent a record eleven weeks at number one. (Fink 169) Since 
the 1970s, it has been used in as a part of the soundtrack in numerous motion pictures, 
most notably in blockbusters such as American Graffiti (1973), Grease (1978), A Few 
Good Men (1992), Forrest Gump (1994), Lilo & Stitch (2002), and Indiana Jones and 
the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008).  
 
3.6 Forrest Gump vs. Dang Bireley  
 Although “Hound Dog” has been used in many Hollywood blockbusters, I 
have chosen to use Forrest Gump for comparison with Dang Bireley as they both 
feature the song in the same time period and were made within the closest time frame 
of each other (in 1994 and in 1997). 
 Forrest Gump is a comedy-drama relating the fictional story of Forrest 
Gump's epic journey through life as he meets historical figures, influences popular 
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culture, and experiences firsthand historic events of the mid 20th century while being 
largely unaware of their significance, owing to his borderline mental retardation. The 
scene which features “Hound Dog” is another one of these encounters where Gump 
meets a historical figure, in this case, Elvis Presley, and has a definitive though 
unknowing, part to play in Presley’s success and popularity. (Video 3.2) 
 Gump relates to a passer-by the story of an encounter he had when he was a 
child. The movie flashes back to Gump’s childhood home where his single-mother 
frequently rented out rooms in the house as a source of extra income for themselves. 
Here, a young man with a guitar comes to stay for a couple of days. During his stay, 
he performs the song “Hound Dog” for young Gump who inadvertently starts to 
dance to the music. As Gump’s legs are in steel-braces because of a back problem, he 
only manages an awkward groove, moving one leg at a time, swinging his hips and 
lifting his heels to the beat. This catches the attention of the man who then asks Gump 
to show him “that crazy little walk” again.  
 In the next scene which follows, Gump and his mother are walking on the 
streets and see in a T.V, through a shop window, Presley’s historic rendition of 
“Hound Dog” at the Milton Berle show, which now looks remarkably like Gump’s 
“crazy little walk” although with a risqué twist. The mother pulls Gump away 
disapprovingly saying “This is not for children’s eyes.” As Young Gump lingers at 
the T.V screen, the voice-over featuring adult Gump, reveals the identity of the 
“handsome young man” to be the one “who they call ‘The King.’ ”  
 In Dang Bireley, the song is used for a very different purpose. (Video 3.3) 
Initially, the song is preceded by a blues motif, incorporating slide guitar and 
harmonica in the underscore where the narrator, Piak, an old friend and close 
associate of Dang is looking through some of his old vinyl records and recounting 
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what life was like for them in the ‘50s. He describes Dang’s family circumstance, 
where his single mother earned a living as a prostitute, and hence explains Dang’s 
predilection for being a gangster. “In those days,” he says, “there wasn’t a better way 
for teenagers like us to gain influence than to become gangsters. … it was the era of 
James Dean and Elvis Presley and Rock n’ Roll and we were all crazy about it; it was 
a period where fights between technical school students were routine and gangsters 
were more common than monks …that, was our time, a time which people call “The 
Reign of the City Triads.” At this point, he puts on a dusty record on the gramophone, 
featuring Elvis’s single version of “Hound Dog,” and sinks into a contemplative mood 
as the movie flashes back to a scene where Dang’s gang is chasing down teenage 
school students.  
In this particular scene, the song “Hound Dog” is juxtaposed against Dang’s 
gang members beating up the male students; one presumes that these are members of 
a rival gang until we see one of the gang members, Puu, chasing down some female 
students as well. As the girls attempt to climb over a metal fence, he grabs one of 
them, pins her down and attempts to tear off her blouse as she screams helplessly. He 
is finally stopped by Dang before things go any further.  
 “Hound Dog” is clearly is a cultural signifier of rock and roll and the liberal 
counter-culture in the ‘50s. Presley’s notorious rendition of it elicited much moral 
outrage and criticism especially from the conservative strata of U.S society. However, 
in the mid ‘90s when Forrest Gump was made, the controversy over this song was 
mostly forgotten and Elvis’s gyrations seem mild compared to the MTV music culture 
in the ‘90s where sexually overt and provocative dance sequences had become the 
norm, popularized by the likes of Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera. This shifting 
cultural stance is reflected in Forrest Gump where Presley’s notorious gyrations are 
 65 
made comically innocuous as they were originally inspired by the clumsy foot-works 
of a young Gump in metal braces. – His mother’s disapproval, symbolic of the 
conservative voice of the U.S in the 50’s, contrasted against a young Gump who 
lingers at the screen, has the added comic effect of ironically underlining how 
anachronistic this attitude is.  
 In other Hollywood movies where “Hound Dog” is used to a comic effect e.g. 
American Graffiti and Lilo and Stitch. However in Dang Birely, it is juxtaposed 
against the foreground of a violent gang-fight; one becomes more keenly aware of the 
extent of violence involved when the girl is assaulted and nearly violated.  Why then 
has this song been used in this way and what message does it communicate? The most 
obvious reason offered by audiences and film-music composers is that Thailand’s 
urban youth in the 1950s, were very much influenced by American pop culture.38 
Indeed, this is spelt out in first part of the sequence where Piak, the narrator talks 
about the influence of “James Dean, Elvis Presley and Rock n Roll.” Hence to them it 
is hardly strange to a Thai audience that the song “Hound Dog” is used in this way.  
Yet, it is evident that the process of perceptual association has led to a 
redefinition of the import and meaning of “Hound Dog” which appeals to a pre-
existing and particular set of beliefs and attitudes held by the Thai audience. Perhaps, 
to them, western society and culture has become so frequently associated with 
modernity and decay that the use of this music seems completely analogous to the 
situation portrayed. So while “Hound Dog” has been used in much more lighthearted 
scenarios in other Hollywood films, in the Thai socio-historical context, it makes 
sense that this song can be juxtaposed against violence.  
  
                                                
38 From interviews with both groups.   
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3.7 Contested Versions of the Thai Identity 
The story, however, does not end here. While the west is “Occidentalized” so 
is the Traditional Thai identity “Orientalized” through the music. One instance of this 
is at beginning sequence of the movie where Dang is taking his oath as a monk. 
(Video 3.4) In this scene, the musical underscore is soothing, peaceful and towards 
the end, almost triumphant. This scene of peace and rejoicing, as evidenced in the 
smiling and joyful faces of his family and friends, is interspersed with quick scenes in 
black and white, to Dang’s life as a gangster. These intermittent flashbacks are scenes 
of violence accompanied by sound effects of bullets, drums and fights. However, 
apart from the flashbacks, the overall mood that prevails is one of peace and 
tranquility. For the purposes of this study, I refer to the music in this sequence as the 
“Thai” music motif.  
Some opined39 that the ordination to monk-hood is a traditional Thai 
ceremony and therefore this scene should naturally feature Thai music:  
  It’s a Thai ceremony, that’s why they have to use Thai music! 
      - Titima, Thai Language Teacher 
However, the music in this sequence is not really Thai music, it merely 
references Thai music and not even very accurately at that. Most of the instruments 
featured in the music, such as the synthesized strings, keyboard and flute are not Thai. 
Yet, it still sounds vaguely “ethnic” because of the use of the pentatonic scale and the 
inclusion of one Thai instrument, the ranad-ek. This xylophone-like instrument is 
featured in the melody thus imbuing the music with a pseudo “Thai” flavor. In 
actuality, the ranad-ek is typically played in a less harmonious and mellow sounding 
                                                
39 Interview with audiences. 
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manner than that which we hear in the “Thai” music motif – there is no doubt that the 
ranad-ek had to be re-tuned in order to be orchestrated into this musical sequence and 
played in such a way so that it blends in with the peaceful and tranquil setting. 
Evidently a specific image of the traditional Thai identity is systematically being 
created through the “Thai” motif: it one that is peaceful and calm and filled with hope 
– it is good. 
In contrast to this “Thai” music motif, for the most part of the movie, the 
“bad” activities surrounding the gangsters is scored by American pop and rock songs 
from the ‘50s and ‘60s or with the Western, blues music motif that preceded the 
“Hound Dog” song earlier.  
The table below gives us a rough idea of how music and image are associated 
in this movie. A trend that emerges when we look at how different scenes throughout 
the movie are scored; the baser and grittier aspects of Thai society like the violence 
and gang-fights are scored with Western music, whereas the finer features such as 
filial piety, peacefulness and Buddhism are scored with the “Thai” motif.  
Table 3.1  “Dang Bireley Movie Cues” 
Scene Timing Music 
Ordination Ceremony 0.00 “Thai” motif 
Gang fight; girl is attacked  5.50 “Hound Dog” 
a bomb goes off at a party; 
where Dang is dancing with a 
girl  
22.03 “Love me” by Elvis Presley 
Dan goes to buy a gun 31.05 Western, blues motif 
Altercation in a bar between 
Dang and his seditious gang 
members  
42.50 Source music in bar: Wallapa 
sings “Seven Lonely Days” 
in Thai.  
Dang sets up his own 
protection racket 
36.13 Blues motif 
Dang’s mentor is driving a 
car; he gets shot in the head 
by a motorist driving past, 
and dies.  
1.18.45 Source music from car: “A 
Tisket a Tasket” 
Dang’s mother is in a temple 
praying for his return; Dang 
eventually returns home to be 
a monk. 
1.33.18  “Thai” motif 
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So what is at stake here? It is interesting that initially, on the surface we see 
this “Occidentalizing” process in the music operating in a binary fashion. However, 
looking beyond the surface, it is evident that the negative stereotyping of Western 
music reveals a shared cultural repertoire - Thai people also embrace the same music 
and are susceptible to the same vices associated with the West. This process of 
“Occidentalism” doesn’t just Occidentalize the West, it also “Occidentalizes” the Thai 
identity, as the perpetrators of violence are not Westerners, but rather, Thai people 
themselves.  
The first image that we see in the opening sequence, where Dang is becoming 
ordained as a monk, is a James Dean-pendant hanging from his neck. (Fig 3.1) 
 




 That “James Dean” himself becomes associated with Thai features such as 
Thai-ordination ceremony and the “Thai” music motif that underscores this scene is 
evidence of the extent to which the Dang has and internalized this Western import 
into his own identity as a Thai person, albeit, a Thai gangster. What we see as the 
“Occidentalizing” nature of the music is merely a means by which the disjuncture 
between the idealized Thai identity, represented by Dang attempting to become a 
monk, and the actual reality of Dang’s identity as a gangster becomes reconciled. This 
technique uses music as a cultural trope to paint these socially “deviant” characters in 
such a way that they conform to commonly held notions about “Thainess” in Thai 
society. Paradoxically, this process gives room for the development of an alternative 
Thai identity – one that is not defined by its adherence to Thailand’s societal norms 
and traditions.  
 
 3.8 Cultural Fusion  
As established earlier, the habitus of the Thai upper middle class straddles two 
worlds: one is that of an upwardly mobile and globalized consumerist culture while 
the other is that of the ubiquitous traditional “Thai Identity” seen to be deeply rooted 
in the lives of the peasantry (Winichakul 10) Yet, in spite of its identification with 
both worlds, it belongs completely to neither. This ambivalent position is further 
exacerbated by the fact that these two worlds are at often juxtaposed in opposition to 
the each other: the former being associated with “the West” while true “Thainess” is 
assumed to be untainted by “Western modernism and consumerism.” 
In Hom Rong (2005) this ambivalence is succinctly captured through the 
music. Here, two musical devices are at work: 1) the negative stereotyping of Western 
music and 2) the use of fusion music which facilitates the melding of these two 
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disparate identities, creating again a new and alternative Thai identity that is likely to 
appeal to the Thai middle class.  
The Overture40 is a fictionalized account based on the life-story of renowned 
Thai classical musician, Luang Pradit Phairoh, who lived from the late 1800s to the 
1940s. Towards the end of Luang Pradit’s life in the 1940s, the Prime Minister of 
Thailand, Field Marshal Phibunsongkram had issued cultural mandates that severely 
curtailed many aspects of Thai art and culture including its traditional music; the two 
following movies scenes foreground the tension that arose from these mandates and 
how they affected the status of Thai music and its musicians.  
In this sequence (Video 3.5), an officer and his superior having a meal with 
their co-workers at a local restaurant. A record is put on the gramophone and strains 
of Western classical music underscores the scene. The officer notices that his superior 
likes the music and he then tells the shopkeeper to increase the volume of the music. 
Following this, a female companion at the table starts to pour out the brandy in liberal 
amounts. The superior stops her and shows her how brandy should be consumed, “just 
pour out enough so that when you hold the glass, your hands can warm it…. and it 
will be just right.”  
The officer who is listening in smirks and condescendingly says to her, “this is 
Western liquor, not rice wine, learn some culture for heaven’s sake!” then he turns to 
his colleagues and patronizingly remarks, “I suspect that she still wears phaa muang41 
and chews betel nuts at home!” and everybody at the table laughs. Their merriment is 
interrupted by the sounds of phiphat42 music in the distance, contrasted jarringly with 
the music on the gramophone. There are visible signs of consternation and unease at 
                                                
40 The title in Thai is Hom Rong, which is usually a short piece of music played at the start of a 
Classical Thai music performance by its students to honor and give credit to the teacher.  
41 A traditional type of Thai clothing associated with the peasantry.  
42 A traditional Thai music ensemble. 
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the table as the officer tells the shopkeeper to turn down the music of the 
gramophone.  
The scene then cuts to the phiphat players happily practicing in a room a few 
streets away. The officer and his men intrude on this scene and tell the musicians to 
stop playing their music. When the leader of the phiphat group questions the officer’s 
authority, the officer threatens the musicians and picks up the saw43 saying, “this has 
already been prohibited by the law, but have abided with the law?” and then tosses it 
on the ground disdainfully.  
In this scene, the musical associations use similar “good/ bad” stereotypes as 
was used in Dang Bireley: the Western classical music playing on the gramophone is 
associated with the proud, officious and patronizing officer, whereas Traditional Thai 
music is associated with the down-to-earth phiphat musicians who value their own 
culture and tradition. As an audience we naturally sympathize with the former and 
dislike the latter. However, before going on further, let us look at another sequence in 
this movie. (Video 3.6) 
In this scene, a piano has been delivered to the home of an elderly Luang 
Pradit Phairoh. His son, a pianist, had ordered it and leaves the room where the piano 
has been set up momentarily to pay for the transportation fees. In the meantime, 
Luang Pradit Phairoh steps in and discovers the piano. He regards it warily and 
attempts to play it, much the same way that the ranad-ek is played. When the son 
steps back into the room, he senses the tension and explains to his father “the piano is 
from Austria, I bought it second hand.” The father then tells him to play something on 
the piano to which he awkwardly responds, “err, it’s just been moved, it will be 
slightly out of tune.” Luang Pradit then replies, “you won’t lose anything by playing,” 
                                                
43 Thai fiddle 
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so the son gets onto the piano bench, puts up a score that he has on hand and starts to 
play a slightly jazzy sounding piece, all the while looking slightly nervous about how 
his father will react to it. Shortly into the piece, Luang Pradit says, “hold it…” and 
then moves over to the ranad-ek where he tells the son to “have another go…” The 
son starts playing again and soon the father joins in with the ranad-ek. The 
harmonious strains of the piano and ranad-ek fill the room as both the father and son 
are evidently enjoying themselves.  
Here, the duet between the Ranad-ek and the Piano played by father and son 
represents a symbolic melding of Western and Thai identities as well as the 
reconciliation of both modern and traditional Thai identities. In the earlier sequence, 
there was a negative association of Western music with the arrogant officer in his 
instruction to the shopkeeper to turn up the music on the gramophone. The stark 
contrast between the music from the gramophone and that of the phiphat ensemble 
seems to indicate that these two musics (and cultures) cannot coexist. In the second 
scene, it initially seems as if the piano is an aberration in the home of Luang Pradit 
Phairoh as he regards it suspiciously. Even his son seems discomfited and slightly 
apologetic about its presence even though he had ordered it himself. However, the 
tension gives way to a celebration of two different musical traditions when father and 
son play the impromptu yet beautiful duet. It then becomes apparent that the negative 
stereotyping of Western music does not direct criticism towards Western music or 
influence, but rather the low regard that certain Thai people have of their own cultural 
heritage and roots. This champions a Thai identity that is at once both modern and yet 
one which embraces its roots, as expressed in the following statement by a University 
lecturer on Thai media44.  
                                                
44 Interview with Oradol  
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“I was really touched by the duet scene…why must Thai culture be 
suppressed just because we are modern?… It was really good to see both 
elements working together in that scene.” 
       Oradol Kaewprasert 
 
In these two movies, we have seen that cultural conventions and ideological 
positions are reproduced or resisted or perhaps offered up for scrutiny through the 
music in film, providing different ways of identification within the current dominant 
cultural framework of what constitutes “Thainess.” The fact that these ideas are 
communicated on a non-conscious level makes it even more potent in its effect and 
thus plays a significant role in shaping identity. While music in Thai film is often 
used to paint stereotypical images of the West, as “deviant” “immoral” or “at odds” 
with traditional Thai culture, it is also a subtle process by which a newer, alternative 


















Chapter 4: “Hearing Utopia”-The Musical Rural  
 
4.1 Music and Utopia 
 
When people hear good music, it makes them homesick 
 for something they never had, and never will have 
     -- Edgar Watson Howe 
 
A nervous young man in green fatigues approaches the front-stage of an open-
air concert. The emcees for the night welcome him warmly: he is the next contestant 
of the singing competition they are hosting.  
 
“Ask him what song he’s going to sing for us tonight” one emcee says jocularly 
to the next emcee who immediately obliges by turning to the young man and saying, 
 
“Son, what song will you sing for us?” 
 
The young man leans into the mike, looks up at the emcees, and says with 
some trepidation,  
 
“The Sad Soldier.”  
 
The two emcees are taken aback. “What song is that?” says the first emcee 
dismissively. We don’t know that song…the band can’t play it, choose another song” 
the other one quips, summarily rejecting it.    
 
 “I can do it without music” the young man rejoins timidly but with obvious 
determination.  
 
The crowd and the emcees are even more taken aback “wow, this guy’s got 
balls!” the first emcees remarks in mock admiration. “Ok, let him sing!” the other one 
chimes.  
 
And so the young man, Pan, takes the mike, holds it to his chest with two 
hands and lowers his head with his eyes closed. A hush descends upon the crowd of 
spectators, now silent with anticipation.  
 
Finally, after a long pause, he starts singing, slowly and deliberately …  
 
“The hot winds wafted over the rice paddy last April… 
 I had to leave when the hot winds came… 
Sad Soldier, I had to leave… 
 I hugged you telling you not to cry… “  
 
Pan’s voice, filled with longing and an aching-sadness rings through the night, 
completely transforming the previously jovial atmosphere of the concert. The two 
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emcees and other entertainers on stage are moved to tears, an uninitiated audience, 
not just those sitting before the concert stage, but a movie audience, watching this 
scene on screen, are completely transfixed.   
 
 
This scene (Video 4.1) from Pen-Ek Ratanaruang’s signature movie, Mon Rak 
Transistor (2001) displays the power of music to deeply connect with and to move 
people, not least of all, an audience watching a movie. Music has a transcendent 
quality that carries the listener into a different realm. Flinn noted that all of the 
approaches to film or popular music subscribe to at least one aesthetic of late 
nineteenth-century romanticism45: that music offers something more than 
conventional language - it reveals glimpses of a better, more unified world, it unveils 
universal truth or essences, opens doors to exotic situations or lands and finally, it 
captures the sense of lost integrity and grandeur. (91) In this chapter, I study the 
relationship between music and utopia in Thai film and suggest that through musical 
moments, such the one described above, a Thai rural utopia is “re-imagined” for the 
consumption of an urban Thai middle class audience.46  
According to Flinn, film music “is often associated with the idea of anteriority 
and idealized pasts and extends an impression of perfection and integrity in an 
otherwise imperfect, un-integrated world.” (9) Music is thus one of the best ways to 
recreate utopia. In Thailand, where the excesses and moral decadence of modernity is 
oft contrasted against an idealized, rural past, music steps in to “re-imagine” this rural 
utopia on screen. In musical moments like these, the music is fore-grounded, often 
being sung by the characters themselves. The way that these Thai musics (both “old” 
and “new”) are used in the on-screen representations of “the rural,” creates a modern, 
utopian concept of “Thai Tradition/Thainess”. The rural may be embodied on screen 
                                                
45 A musical style which continues to influence film music even till today. 
46 The details of how this particular scene has been reconfigured for the consumption by this particular 
audience are studied in a later section within this chapter.  
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in the physical space of the countryside or may be personified in the characters from 
the countryside, but ultimately, it is “imagined” in the music that reinvents it. 
In the previous chapter we discussed how the “Occidentalization” the West in 
Thai film music is a process by which cultural stereotypes surrounding the “Thai” 
identity is preserved. We saw how the trope of Western rock music is used to provide 
room for “deviance” from the norm in Thai identity and how it is combined with 
traditional Thai forms of music to create a hybridized soundtrack that reinforces 
normative cultural perceptions of the “West” whilst making room for the creation of 
an alternative Thai identity that is modern yet still distinctively “Thai.” This identity 
bridges both the modern and traditional worlds of Thailand and thus resonates with 
the sensibilities of an urban-based middle class audience whose habitus bridges both 
these two worlds.  
Yet, just as much as these identities are created from the trope of Western 
music, so is Thai music discursively utilized to create the “authentic traditional” in 
Thai society – that which is according to dominant Thai discourse, dialectically 
opposed to modernity and by extension, the urban middle-class identity. No doubt, in 
reality, the effects of modernity and globalization is not limited to the city but also 
experienced in Thailand’s rural hinterlands, however, there remains a dominant 
perception among the urban middle-class of the rural as a utopian paradise untouched 
by the untoward effects of modernity. In this chapter, I will thus demonstrate how the 
dialectic relationship between modernity and tradition in Thai discourse is bridged 
through the selective use and re-invention of Thai musics (both traditional and 
modern) in three modern Thai films, namely Mon-Rak Transistor (2001), Citizen Dog 
(2004) and Yam Yasothon (2005). This process makes it possible for an urban Thai 
middle class audience to embrace the “authentic rural” and see it as part of who they 
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are: visual signifiers of the rural are combined with reinvented “old” music to make 
the seemingly foreign aspect of “Thainess” become accessible and aesthetically in an 
audio-visual spectacle of the “Thai rural Utopia” that appeals to their nostalgic 
sensitivities. 
 
4.2 Nostalgia and The Rural Thai Utopia 
 Nostalgia is a word derived from the Greek nostos, to return home and algia, a 
mournful and painful condition. Although the term was first coined by a Swiss doctor 
in the late seventeenth century, it did not gain currency for a hundred years of so. 
(Flinn 93) Significantly, the word became more commonly used with the 
modernization of society in the late nineteenth century. As Turner notes, its is a 
common feature of industrial or late capitalism as new societies are more and more 
estranged from the simplicity and totality of assumed tradition and rural life. (152) 
Nostalgia and its yearnings for an idyllic past are often manifested in the creation of a 
better world, a utopia, where all of the conditions longed for are fulfilled. 
Bendix (1977) used the term “invidious comparison” to characterize the 
approach of Enlightenment thinkers towards the twin concepts of modernity and 
tradition. This approach is one in which either a liberating modernity is contrasted 
against an oppressive tradition, or a humane tradition is opposed to an inhumane 
modernity. Rhum (325) uses this concept to frame the relationship between modernity 
and tradition in Thailand, whereby “tradition,” or prapheni47 in Thai, takes on a new 
meaning when “modernity” is introduced. He proposes that in Thailand, this recasting 
of “tradition” by ritual, architecture and linguistics is tied to “nation-building” and 
serves to legitimize the interests of various political groups. Through this process, 
                                                
47 Discourse of Tradition in Thailand, as anywhere, is too wide to reduce to a single word. However, 
the word is used here, as native Thai speakers themselves may do, as an index for the discourse.  
 78 
men “refer to aspects of the past as tradition in grounding their actions in some 
legitimating principle.” Tradition thus becomes an “ideology, a program of action in 
which it functions as a goal or justificatory base.” (Gusfeld 68) 
Indeed, this version of “Thainess” is one which the Royal Family advocates: 
King Chulalongkorn (1853-1910), widely known as “The Father of Thai Modernity,” 
is captured, in a popular photographic renditions, sitting in an informal rural setting, 
with no shirt, wearing traditional peasant pants, bending over a small outdoor stove. 
In contrast, his other representation shows him as a sophisticated urban western-
dressed monarch. This image is reinforced in compulsory movie-clips screened before 
all movie-screenings as an ongoing tribute to the reigning monarch, King Bhumibol 
Adulyadej (1950-present-time), where he is seen in various garbs, both modern and 
traditional, serving his people, especially the peasants, through royally sponsored 
rural development projects.  
Members of the royal family have even made full feature films with similar 
themes that idealize the rural. In the 1970s, during the era of social realist cinema in 
Thailand, Prince Chatrichalerm Yukol started off his prolific career as a filmmaker, 
producer and screenwriter when he made a number of films that fore-grounded the 
lives of rural peasants and their struggles. Among these films is Hotel Angel (1974), 
about an innocent northern girl lured to Bangkok in the hope of love who instead ends 
up prostituting herself so that she can support her impoverished family. Another well-
known movie by him is The Elephant Keeper (1987) that depicts the helplessness of 
peasant elephant keepers in the face of environmental degradation and government 
corruption. More recently in 2008, Princess Ubol Ratana, directed and starred in her 
first movie, Where the Miracle Happens (2008), which features a successful business 
woman, Pimdao, played by the Princess, who values material things until she loses 
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her only daughter in a car accident. She then visits a village in the mountains, where 
her daughter had been a social worker before she passed away, and attempts to 
improve the living conditions of the villagers. In the process of “helping” the 
villagers, she learns from them about what matters most in life and is thus able to 
come to terms with her loss.  
According to Rhum, the indigenous conception of tradition in Thailand has a 
circular but culturally valid logic whereby “tradition” is the handing down of 
practices and those practices are valid because they are handed down. (327) However, 
this concept of “tradition” becomes transformed in the face of “modernity.” In its 
original pre-modern context “tradition” was synonymous with “the right way to do 
things” whilst in the modern context, whereas “tradition” at odds with modernity, it 
becomes “this is our way to do things” especially when Thai traditions are questioned 
by foreigners. (Rhum 328) In all of these manifestations, the ethnic and nationalistic 
category of “Thainess” invokes an idealized and essentialized pastoral imagery, a 
retrospective melancholy almost, one that is juxtaposed with global and post-modern 
urban forces. (Taylor 14)  
Taylor describes one of the manifestations of “tradition” by upper middle class 
Thais as “nostalgia for imaginary rurality” and its contentment where “in water there 
is fish, in fields there is rice”48 constituted well before the disruptive effects of 
modernization, rationalism and urban industrialism. (10) This phenomenon was 
heightened in the wake of the 1997 Asian Economic Crisis, in which Thailand was 
one of the countries most badly affected.  
                                                
48 This phrase comes from an inscription on a stone stele believed to have been constructed during 
King Ramkhamhaeng”s reign (1279-1298) which was the most prosperous period in the Sukhothai era: 
This image of a Sukhothai Utopia is central to Thai nationalism. (Reynolds vii)  
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Before the crisis, Thailand’s economy (as with many other Asian countries in 
the region) had become artificially inflated with short-term capital investment. Due to 
Thailand’s liberal fiscal policies, foreign investors had access to high interest rates 
and large quantities of credit. This pushed asset prices to an unsustainable level in a 
highly leveraged economic climate, creating excessive exposure to foreign exchange 
risk in both Thailand’s financial and economic sectors. When the bubble burst in 
1997, the Thai baht devalued rapidly and drastically as Thailand had built up a huge 
burden of foreign debt - its economy had been virtually bankrupted even before the 
crisis (Kaufman 195-6).  
In the midst of massive short-term capital flight and large-scale sell-off of 
foreign equity holdings, Thailand’s booming economy came to a halt: the baht lost 
more than half of its value49 whilst massive numbers of workers in finance, real 
estate, and construction were laid-off and had to return back to the countryside, 
resulting in extensive socio-economic upheaval and suffering in the Thai society. It 
was widely construed that Thailand’s economic plight was due to the ill effects of 
“western capitalism” and Thailand’s unbridled participation in it. This soon 
precipitated a renewed discourse on a return to “Thai ways,” as embodied by the life 
of rural villagers. Since this period, there has thus been an increased desire for 
“country things,” expressed as nostalgia.  
The reigning monarch King Bhumibhol promulgates this view: during his 
birthday speech on 4th December 1997, he advocated for economic self-sufficiency 
(settikit phor phiang), self-reliance (pheung ton eng) and a new localism (thong thin 
eng). The ills of globalization and modernity were to be countered by a retreat to 
“Thai values”: essentially a localism discourse known as “community culture” 
                                                
49 The baht reached its lowest point of 56 units to the US dollar in January 1998. 
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(Wattanatham Chumchon). He portrayed the traditional rural village as the repository 
of all these values, and noted that, “the country must step back in order to move 
forward.” (qtd. in Taylor 13)  
Yet, even before the crisis precipitated a revival of interest in the rural, this 
nostalgic pastoralism has long been manifested in the attempts of many urban born 
elites to recreate the conditions of rurality: many buy scenic rural land or 
ranches/hobby “farms” through readily accessible credit and head up-country for 
weekends in new four-wheel drives attired in “country-life” urban clothing. Thai 
people and even Bangkok politicians may don the familiar male garment worn by 
villager (phaakamaa) tied around the waist when they visit the countryside.  
While Taylor describes these physical manifestations of “rural nostalgia”, he 
also states that the geographical “split” between the city and countryside is not clearly 
defined, but rather, ideologically defined and “imagined” in “discourses… played out 
everyday in the Thai media, education, economy, politics, so that the Thai are always 
aware of this spatial differences” (9) Indeed, the way royal film-makers depict the 
rural in their movies reinforces this discourse. Yet even in popular media, especially 
in advertising, this concept has widespread currency. Two relatively recent movie 
adverts use this same concept to promote their products: in the Singha beer 
advertisement (2001) a man who drinks a can of Singha beer gets blissfully 
transported from New York City to Northeast Thailand, whilst in the even more 
recent Isuzu (2009) car advertisement, a young man who is stressed out from being in 
the city goes for a visit back home in the countryside where he is greeted with open 
arms by his friends and family. These are two advertisements amidst a plethora of 
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other advertisements on sky-trains that use the same strategy of a Thai “Utopia” to 
sell their products.50  
Similarly, in Thai cinema the utopian worlds are “imagined” – a working 
model of utopia is not presented; instead the utopianism is contained in the feelings it 
embodies; it presents what utopia would feel like rather than how it would be 
organized (Dyer 20). Music is an essential part of this process and is manifested in 
“musical moments” where characters break into song. These imagined rural utopias 
may differ in style and content, but the theme of the idyllic and unspoilt world of the 
rural always remains the same as the music “re-imagines” the rural through the lenses 
of modernity and in juxtaposition to it. 
 
4.3 The Retro Traditional Rural Utopia 
 In this section, we return to the scene described at the start of the chapter.  
This scene is taken from the movie Mon-rak Transistor (2001) an adaptation of the 
1981 Thai novel Mon-rak Transistor written by Wat Wanlayangkul. It was directed 
by Pen-ek Ratanaruang, one of the pioneers of the Thai new wave cinema that 
emerged in the wake of the 1997 Asian Economic Crisis. The story Mon-rak 
Transistor revolves around the misadventures of Pan, a country boy with big dreams 
of making it as a lukthoong star. In an idyllic rural Thailand, he meets his love, Sadaw 
and gently but persistently woos her despite her father’s noisy disapproval. Eventually 
he marries Sadaw and life looks rosy for the both of them - he buys her a new 
transistor radio and she becomes pregnant. “The movie could end here,” the narrator 
says, “and you’d be heading for exits with a happy ending. But there is more to this 
sad tale” - Pan gets conscripted and is forced to leave Sadaw behind.  
                                                
50 In the three months I spent on fieldwork in Bangkok, I noticed many of such advertisements in 
shopping centers, magazines, in the sky-train and underground stations.  
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The scene described in the beginning of this chapter features Pan participating 
in a singing contest at a local fair on New Year’s day. It has been more than a year 
since he left home. Pan’s heartfelt delivery of his song in this scene contrasts sharply 
with that of the two other performers before him. Plern, the first performer sings 
about how he will never forsake his “tiny house” which he loves (presumably in the 
country) in spite of how rich he becomes. Following him, Dao sings about the 
struggle to make it as a lukthoong singer and the desire to return home when she’s 
famous. These two songs feature a very generic theme in lukthoong music. As 
mentioned in chapter three, traditionally lukthoong music often featured the struggle 
to become rich and famous and to “make it” in the city whilst still seeing the country 
as one’s true home. The rendition of these two songs with a combo band is typical of 
lukthoong but the performances are uninspired. In his performance, Plern, the 
supposed troupe leader notably lacks emotion; in fact, he looks burdened by the 
flower garlands around his neck and discomfited at having to sing. While Dao appears 
to be less uncomfortable than Plern, she is still rather wooden in her singing.   
Both of these performances contrast sharply with that of Pan’s simple but 
powerful delivery. The content of these songs also delineates two very different ways 
of looking at the rural. Pan’s song completely eschews any mention of fame or 
fortune unlike the first two. It focuses only on one thing, the love that he has left 
behind at home because of his duties as a soldier. Pan sings solo voce, and in his 
heartfelt singing, we are transported back to a rural utopia, where the promise of true 
love awaits. Indeed the use of lukthoong music in this way, without the 
accompaniment of any other musical instrument lends to his song a quality of purity 
and truth; its powerful and emotive delivery by Pan appeals to our sense of 
authenticity: even though the band does not recognize his song, the song is his own 
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creation, it is the “real thing”, sung from the heart and unsullied by commercialization 
and mass-production; it seems “different” from the first two songs.  
In truth, however, all three songs are standards in the lukthoong repertoire. 
The first song is “Baan Ni Chan Rak” (or “I Love This House”) a very old song which 
was originally sung and penned by Surapol Sombatchareon, who is also known as 
“The King of Lukthung.” The second one is “Nakrong Ban Nok”(or “Country 
Singer”), also a very well known lukthoong song which was originally sung by the 
late superstar, Phumpuang Duangchan. Compared to the other two, “The Sad Soldier” 
is relatively more recent and less well-known, however in the movie, it seems more 
“authentic” than the other two songs for two reasons: firstly, it is not in the usual 
repertoire - neither the emcees nor the musicians knew what song it was; and 
secondly, it stands out because of its unique delivery. In many ways, it is unexpected 
– the fact that we as an audience are conscious that the song reads like Pan’s life-story 
makes it even more “real” to us. For most people who are not well versed in 
lukthoong music, it seems it almost as if it is Pan’s own song, written from his heart 
and completely unpremeditated. Coupled with the fact that the song, unlike the first 
two before it does not talk about “money” or “fame” makes it seem more authentic: it 
inspires a sense of a “pure” rural world untouched and un-ravaged by capitalism.  
While the two earlier songs, in their original socio-cultural context, sung by 
the two superstars of lukthoong, Suraphol and Pumpuan in the ‘30s and ‘40s, did 
capture this authenticity, they are used differently within the context of the movie: the 
way these two songs are delivered by their performers seems like pale imitations of 
the original renditions by Suraphol and Pumpuan which most Thai people would 
already be familiar with – this thus makes them the singers seem somewhat 
“disingenuous” in contrast to Pan. A run-of-the-mill, money hungry and fame-seeking 
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“rural person” does not serve as a good representative of the rural utopia. Instead, our 
rural hero has to be honest, sincere and naïve and vulnerable, even to the point of 
being willing to sing without accompaniment in order to express his hearts true 
longing. 
Notably however, none of the performances of these three songs seemed 
authentic to two Thai musicologists whom I consulted. They commented that the 
three performers do not sing as lukthoong musicians should sing (with much more 
warbling from the throat) and that the instrumentation of the band itself is very 
modernized. 51 However, the average audience is unlikely to make such a distinction 
and the illusion of rural authenticity is thus maintained.  
Indeed, this illusion is not something that is merely created for the audience, 
Pen-Ek himself has remarked that going out to the provinces feels like “stepping back 
in time… it’s a good feeling.” (Pompanor 69) This selective referencing of the 
countryside is further underlined in Pen-Ek”s comments about how he sought for 
inspiration for the scenes where Pan serenades audiences with lukthoong ballads at 
outdoor fairs,  
“I did scout provincial temple fairs for ideas but gave up after two weeks. There’s 
nothing “classic” left about them….backup dancers these days move like they’re 
Whitney Houston.” (Pompanor 69)  
 
As Ingawanij notes, this search for the “classic” informs the entire movie, in 
which retro images are continually juxtaposed with modern signs: the first shot is a 
close-up of an old-fashioned brand of laxative, held still for the duration of a mobile-
phone conversation. Even the transistor itself, featured anachronistically in an age of 
digital iPods, with its oversized knob, has taken on a retro symbolism that appeals to 
this modern “aesthetic sensibility.” (93) 
                                                
51 Interview with Anant Nakrong and Phaphutsorn Wongratanapitak 
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This play with old and new signs recalls that aesthetic sensibility Fredric 
Jameson characterizes as symptomatic of the postmodern nostalgia film: “history 
transmuted into a storehouse of eclectic images of decades and past styles.” (19) The 
scene at the fair where Pan first serenades Sadaw delights in its own retro aesthetics: 
bright neon tubes lighting up the fair, concert signboards in bold fluorescent font, and 
the highly animated and exaggerated movements of the lukthoong musicians, 
especially that of Pan himself as he cheekily serenades Sadaw. As Ingawanji notes, 
this is not to be mistaken for a scene indexing a rural local fair in Thailand as it is, or 
may once have been. Rather, what we have here are icons of the charms of the rural 
choey (behind the times, retro). (93) It is a nostalgic pastiche that uses music through 
the occasional break into song and the whimsical underscore, featuring a “rural 
ethnic” sounding wind instrument52 to sustain the dreamy rural part of the film. The 
use of these musical devices configures the rural as nostalgic otherworldliness – a 
rural utopia that resonates with urban-based middle class aesthetic sensibilities.  
 
4.4 The Surrealistic Post-modern Rural Utopia 
This trend towards evoking a post-modern rural nostalgia in the music is taken 
to an even more exaggerated extent in the movie Citizen Dog (2004). The director 
Wisit Satsanathieng, like Pen-Ek and the other Post-1997 Thai new wave directors, 
comes from an advertising background. This has obvious influences in the overall 
style of the movie, most notably in the music. The phenomenon of using hit songs 
with the moving image is a common trait in advertising: as Boehlert notes, major 
advertisers have long been licensing baby-boomer anthems as a way to tap into the 
nostalgia market. (27)  
                                                
52 Ironically, Chatchai, who composed the underscore, revealed that he had used an electronic midi 
pan-pipe to create this “ethnic rural” sound.  
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Significantly, the theme song “…Kon”  (Or “…Before” ) used in Citizen Dog 
was a hit-song in 1994 when it was released in the first album of one of Thailand’s 
most popular indie-rock bands, Modern Dog. In the movie however, it is arranged in a 
completely different way, which gives it a particularly whimsical and eccentric flavor, 
suitable for the overall feel of the movie.  
The song is rendered in a quirky accapella style at the beginning of the movie  
(Video 4.2) when Pod, described by the narrator as “your average country bumpkin, 
the kind we won’t waste time trying to describe,” has recently moved to the city and 
is on his way to take his daily commute to work. This is our first view of him 
venturing out into the city. As he leaves his psychedelically colored hut behind and 
hops onto a motorbike taxi, the first strains of this song are sung and soon escalate 
into a full soprano, alto, tenor and bass vocal arrangement. The first verse,  
“Before the sky had turned to blue/ Before the sun began to shine/ Before the 
flowers started blooming/ Before sweet dreams set me free” is accompanied by a 
bird’s-eye-view of Bangkok skyline and other characteristic features of the city such 
as the morning sun rising behind a temple. When the song progresses to the chorus, 
suddenly and quite unexpectedly, the surly looking motorcycle-taxi driver starts 
breaking out into song as well. The chorus is audibly filled with emotion and the 
lyrics “my heart was hollow/ until your love came in/ and opened my eyes/ my heart 
was empty/ till you took mercy on me/ and gave me strength to carry on” are full of 
pathos. In contrast to this however, the surly driver’s facial expression is unmoved. At 
a bus-stop the passengers all join in the chorus as well, but their facial expressions, 
like that of the motorcycle-taxi driver are inscrutable. They sing for the entire length 
of the chorus before hurrying to board a bus that soon arrives. Pod is seen lagging 
behind the crowd of passengers who are rushing to get on.  
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In the second verse, with the lyrics “Before the stars had filled the sky/ Before 
I knew my life’s worth/ Before my heart lost faith/ Before my final breath ran out,” 
we see more typical Bangkok scenes. A road sweeper, a homeless man asleep on the 
streets, a boy selling flowers to people in cars on the traffic-jammed streets of the city, 
and a traffic police getting busy about his job of directing traffic. Juxtaposed again 
this picture of the marginal poor people of Bangkok city, these words become more 
meaningful and seems to speak on their behalf.  
However, when the chorus comes in for the second time, all these previous 
characters start to sing. Suddenly, these “background” people who were mere “props” 
in Bangkok’s cityscape suddenly “come to life” as they are fore-grounded in the 
music. On the sky-train that Pod takes as his third form of transportation to work, all 
of the passengers join in the singing as well.  
It is interesting that the same wooden expressions are maintained in the faces 
of all of Bangkok’s people as they sing the song. It seems to indicate that although 
there is “life” in Bangkok, there is still a layer beyond which these characters cannot 
be touched. You can make them “sing”, but you cannot make them “feel”. This 
conveys the coldness of the city that Pod has just moved to.  
In the second chorus the music comes to a climax with the lead singer 
improvising a solo over the large chorus of voices in the background. A male cross-
dresser (also a common feature in Bangkok) in the bus “solos” over this chorus, 
singing with exaggerated emotional expression in his face. He is joined by two other 
characters on the train who exhibit the same overplay of emotions. Finally, as the 
song reaches its climax, we have some of these “city inhabitants” expressing emotion, 
but even then, the comical overplay of emotion in their expressions belies the true 
pathos of the song.  
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In all of these scenes, Pod is the only one who does not sing, in fact he seems 
completely oblivious to the fact that everyone around him is singing; obviously he is 
an outsider to the city– he is the true nature boy, rural, untouched and uncomplicated 
by this strange “city phenomenon.” His “natural-state” is in keeping with the pathos 
of the song. Ironically, it is precisely because he does not sing it, that the song 
“…Kon,” seems to be meant for him.   
 The main melody of this song is reprised in various forms throughout the 
music, as solo free-style humming and warbling or as instrumental underscore – it 
eventually becomes the love theme for Pod and Jin, a girl that Pod meets in an office 
building where he works as a guard. The fact that this song, originally sung by the 
city-inhabitants of Bangkok, becomes the love theme for Pod and Jin who are both 
rural-urban migrants, seems to indicate that these two people are authentically 
different from all the other city dwellers. The “realness” and authenticity of these two 
people is accentuated in they way never “sing” the music or become aware of it, and 
that their expressions are always in keeping with the pathos of the theme song playing 
in the background, unlike the city-inhabitants featured in the earlier scene.  
Pod’s authenticity especially, is contrasted against all the other strange 
characters that pepper the movie and add comic relief such as Thongchai, a talking 
teddy-bear and his owner, a hedonistic, foul-mouthed, angry and chain-smoking girl-
woman. The rest of the supporting cast include a motley crew such as the nose-
picking Yod and Muay, his empress Chinese girlfriend; a nameless motorcyclist who 
dies due to the phenomenon of “helmets raining from the sky,” and who refuses to 
stop working but comes back instead as a zombie, and finally, Tik, a strange 
passenger that Pod picks up, who insists on licking everything that he comes into 
contact with. These larger-than-life characters are all, arguably, caricatures of “city-
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types” and embody, albeit in a jocularly literal manner, a modern Bangkok “as a 
space of irredeemable unnaturalness, modernity gone awry.” (Ingawanij 13)  
The music used for these characters are similarly comical, like the over-the-
top pseudo “Chinese” music for Muay, Yod’s girlfriend who apparently is descended 
from a line of Chinese Emperors and the jaunty rag-time music that is reserved for 
Tik, the compulsive “licker.” Unlike them, Pod and Jin have “real” music located in 
the socio-cultural fabric of the Thai’s rock music scene. It is a music that many 
members of the audience in Thailand, especially Moderndog fans in their late twenties 
and early thirties would be able to identify with. This music bathes them in a 
surrealistic reality that softens the harder, grittier and very bizarre aspects of Bangkok 
life and makes them, especially Pod himself, accessible to us in spite of, and in fact, 
because of their implied “rural-ness.” 
 Apart from the re-inventive use of “…Kon”, nostalgia is evoked through 
employing traces of lukthoong music at various musical moments. In referencing 
these songs or genres however, it makes no pretense at indexing the “real thing,” and 
as it does with the previous song, it completely re-invents these musics in the way 
they are written and in the way that they are used.  
 The “Blue Dress Song,” (Video 4.3) for example, is a new song which 
incorporates lukthoong influences: when Pod meets Jin and is utterly smitten with her, 
he walks her out of the building and as Jin leaves to go home, Pod calls out to her, 
when she turns around, he is at a loss for words and says, “er… you look really 
beautiful in your blue dress.” Jin chuckles and says, “Are you nuts? I wear this to 
work everyday, as if you’ve never seen it before…” and walks away. At which point 
the narrator says, “The sight of Jin in blue that day seemed so captivating to Pod, even 
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though it was the only color that he’d ever seen her wear. With Jin in that blue maid’s 
uniform he felt as if he could gaze at her forever.”  
Immediately after this voice-over, the “Blue Dress Song,” in classical 
lukthoong style begins. As Pod walks home in his love-struck reverie, the lyrics of the 
song completely describe his state of mind, “I dream of a lady in a blue dress/ I 
cannot sleep longing to see that blue dress once again/” at this point, all the people he 
passes by, men, women and children alike, all don the same blue maid’s uniform that 
Jin wears to work everyday. The next two lines, “Who bought that dress for you?/ 
I’ve fallen for that dress” completes the first verse and Jin starts noticing that the 
streets are full of people wearing blue dresses.  
In the second verse, “I long to wash it clean” he is back to his day-dreaming 
state, and seems to be completely unaware that the blue dress phenomenon has been 
taken to an even more ridiculous extent: whereas previously, mainly women were 
wearing it, now, as he waits to cross the road, almost everyone in this scene are men, 
all donning the same blue dress. The other male commuters waiting at the traffic light, 
the stocky traffic-police man, all the passengers in the bus he takes home and the 
zombie motorcycle taxi-driver are all fitted in the blue maid’s uniform and going 
about their day like nothings amiss. Even the mother dog and its litter of puppies 
outside his hut are in their special dog and puppy-sized blue uniforms; the newscaster 
on T.V is not exempt either.  
Obviously all of this is a manifestation of Pod’s reverie taken to a farcical 
extreme; it reflects his dream-filled state and how much he is in love with Jin. At the 
same time, the “blue dress song” rendered in classical Thai country style, ironically 
juxtaposed against the surrealistic absurdity of Pod’s “blue dress world” also implies 
Pod’s provincial innocence: that he could be smitten with Jin and see her blue maid’s 
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uniform as a beautiful blue dress show that he is not, like the typical city-person, 
concerned with class or wealth. Because Pod just loves Jin for who she is, it does not 
matter what she wears, anything she wears is beautiful to him because she makes it 
beautiful. Thus in Pod’s utopian paradise, everyone on the street, regardless of sex, 
station in life or even species, is wearing the same “beautiful blue dress.”  
Notably, the “blue dress” song was written specifically for this scene, although 
it references classic lukthoong music, its arrangement and melody are new and 
somewhat modernized – making it more accessible to ears that are attuned to modern 
pop and rock music.53 And while the lyrics reference the typical straightforward and 
simple manner of lukthoong music, it does so in an exaggerated burlesque and comes 
across as silly, comical but still somewhat “sweet” and most certainly entertaining. 
Yet again, a familiar and traditional genre of Thai music is reinvented and used within 
the Thai film in a novel way to create a new rural utopia, albeit in the surrealistic 
modern concrete jungle of Bangkok.  
 
4.5 Musical Comedy and Rustic Pastiche 
 The last scene we look at in this section is from the movie Yam Yasothon 
(2005) a romantic musical comedy set in the Yasothon province in 1967. The story 
revolves around Yam and Joei. Yam is a rural farmer whilst Joei is a maid who is 
irretrievably smitten with Yam. Although Yam is a kind-hearted man with a penchant 
for saving animals in distress, he is particularly hard-hearted towards Joei and treats 
her with disdain, completely rejecting all of her romantic overtures towards him.  
 There is yet another couple in the movie, Tong and Soy who are, in contrast to 
Yam and Joei, very much in love with each other. Tong is Yam’s cousin and Soy is 
                                                
53 Interview with Phaphusorn Wongkratanapitak.  
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the daughter of a gentrified village family. Joei is Soy’s maid. Dok Toh, the social-
climbing moneylender and mother of Soy thinks that Tong is too poor and hence not 
good enough for Soy. As such, she sends Soy and Joei to live in Bangkok, imposing a 
forced separation between Tong and Soy and an incidental separation between Joei 
and Yam. Whilst separated from Joei, Yam starts to realize his true feelings for her 
and misses her intensely. He goes to Bangkok with Tong, but is unable to find Joei.  
 In the meantime, Joei is undergoing an intense physical transformation in 
Bangkok. She goes for facial treatment, gaining a smooth and white complexion and 
losing all the freckles on her face. At a visit to the dentist, her pearly whites are 
restored and she now has an impeccably bright smile. She starts dressing in 
fashionable short-skirts and trendy tight tops, putting on make-up and big fancy 
earrings.  
 When Soy and Joei finally return to Bangkok, Joei is virtually unrecognizable. 
Joei tries to talk to a forlorn Yam, who cannot recognize the all-new Joei standing 
before him and leaves crestfallen, believing that Joei has abandoned him. Even Tong 
cannot recognize Joei, until Soy finally tells him that it is her. Tong makes to tell 
Yam, but Joei stops him and tells him that from now on she should be called 
“Baifern” and that she is going to “test” Yam. 
 For the rest of the movie as the drama unwinds, Joei, posing as “Baifern, 
Soy’s new friend from Bangkok” tries to seduce Yam, but he is still heart-broken over 
Joei and uninterested in her advances towards him. In the final scene (Video 4.4), Joei 
satisfied with Yam’s loyalty towards her, finally reveals her true identity to Yam who 
sits crestfallen and alone at a shed. 
 A band in the distance waits for their “cue” to play: when Joei has revealed 
her identity to Yam, they start to play a familiar lukthoong song. Joei starts dancing to 
 94 
the cheerful beat, the buffaloes turn their heads to the music and everyone in the 
village seems to recognize its significance, the newlyweds Soy and Tong smile and 
shake their heads, Yam’s father nods in approval from his pastel-hued thatched house.  
 And Yam starts singing, “Why do you come back?/ It’s been so long/” to 
which Joei responds by getting on her knees and hugging him. Yam, in his petulant fit 
sings, “You don’t have to come back” and pushes her away. The next scene takes 
place by a sandy area with many sandcastles festooned with colorful flags; Yam stalks 
off angrily while Joei walks after him. “You left without telling me” he sings as he 
pushes her away yet again. “You left me behind/ for a handsome city boy/my tears 
fell/ my heart hurt so badly/ did you know?" Now they are in front of an aquamarine 
blue pond with lily pads and hot-pink blossoms, Yam has walked to the edge of a 
bamboo extension overhanging the pond, where he remonstrates from a distance, 
“You left so long ago/that you’ve forgotten how to harvest/ and now you’re back/ 
Why did you come back?” As Joei attempts to hug him, he pretends to hit her 
between the legs, and at his “attack” she keels over in mock pain. 
 As Yam sits on a buffalo cart with extraordinarily big round wheels as Joei 
walks after him, he sings to her, “He’s probably left you/ that’s why you’re back/ 
Don’t you feel ashamed coming back?” Now the scene cuts to an open field where 
Joie is seated on a deck chair underneath an umbrella, calmly sipping at a cocktail, 
obviously unfazed by Yam’s repudiations. Yam continues to repudiate her, “I thought 
you became a city girl/ remember how many days you left me/ Oh, you’re so pitiful/ 
that’s why you’re back.” At this point Joei looks mournful and starts to sob, full of 
“regret”, to which Yam hits back, “Oh don’t cry/ I’ve cried much more than 
you/everyone here knows that/”   
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 In the next scene, Yam is now holding an old ‘60s chrome mike and singing 
with the band in a haystack. “It’s better that you go that way, pretty girl/” he sings, 
pointing away and looking at Joei, “Go and find a richer man than me.” Undaunted, 
Joei dances to the music from behind the wooden enclosure of the haystack, she lifts 
up her little finger to him, as a sign to “make-up”, but he says, “To you I mean 
nothing/ in the end, I’m just a toy to you/” Now he is out of the haystack on the path 
where she’s standing. “Thank you very much/ for coming back and thinking of me/ 
Thanks, but I wish you all the best/ So sorry, but we can’t be together” he says, whilst 
facing her and stepping away backwards, finally he turns and stomps off to the 
emerald green fields in the distance. Joei holds out her little finger to him again, as he 
walks off in high dudgeon, seemingly unmoved. However, eventually he relents: he 
turns around and starts dancing in response to Joei slinky dance moves…. and the 
camera leaves this scene of reunion to capture the blue skies with orange-pink tinged 
clouds overlooking an impossibly green pasture. All is well in this rustic paradise as 
the two lovers are reunited in song and dance and with a little bit of help from 
slapstick humor.  
It is obvious in Yam Yasothon that the rural world is reinvented. It makes not 
pretense at indexing the real thing. The clothes worn by the characters are outlandish, 
the countryside is color saturated (like that in Citizen Dog) and the props look like 
props. It is meant to look “fake.” But that adds to the humor of the movie – it is a 
post-modern pastiche of the rustic rural, which appeals through color, music and 
slapstick humor. The music plays a large part in recreating this rural world. Familiar 
tunes from Mor Lam54, lukthoong and classical Thai music are used throughout the 
movie. Even the scene previously described uses a tune derived from Thai classical 
                                                
54 A traditional form of Lao song found in Laos and Northeast Thailand.  
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music; its arrangement as a modernized lukthoong song however, is new and trendy 
and the lyrics are written especially for the movie.  
Self-conscious humor is injected into this sequence in a variety of ways. The 
incongruity of the lukthoong band in the field (diegetic music where one would expect 
non-diegetic music) is a familiar comic device in lukthoong movies. The obvious 
overacting and exaggeration on both Yam and Joei’s parts contribute to the slapstick 
flavor. In addition to this, Yam and Joei have reversed the traditional gender roles, 
Yam playing the role of the pursued and Joei playing the pursuant: Yam’s rendition of 
it is reminiscent of a jilted female lover; his exaggerated petulant rage mimics the 
movements of feminine disdain like the tilt of his chin, the toss of his head, the 
stamping his feet, and the classic “aim between the legs” swipe at Joei. Again, this is 
a familiar slapstick device used by male emcees in Thai comedy variety shows. 
Although this is obviously a fictionalized rural world, the music, typical of Thai folk, 
establishes some degree of normalcy and “familiarity” in the movie.  In this particular 
sequence, the juxtaposition of the music against the stock repertoire of slapstick 
humor further locates this ultra-colorful rural Utopia of Thailand in familiar ground 
that is comfortable to Thai people. The contrast between the “unfamiliar” and 
“familiar” through music and image gives the movie a novel and yet vaguely familiar 
feel, thus increasing its appeal to a wider range of audiences.  
 
4.6 Perceptual Association and Rural Stereotypes 
 In all of these examples, stereotypical ideas of rural folk, such as the notion 
that the rural Thai are imbued with simplicity, naivety, kindness, honesty, goodness, 
and not least, stupidity… is maintained in the narrative. This is further accentuated 
through the use of music: here, the phenomenon of perceptual association takes place. 
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Certain qualities (like those mentioned above) are associated with the rural as “old” 
and often traditional Thai folk music is used to evoke or underline these qualities 
displayed on screen. However in all of these movies, especially Yam Yasothon and 
Citizen Dog, this is done in a camp and self-consciously non-realist style. The musical 
moments re-invent “old” musics and is increasingly is taken over by an MTV 
aesthetic instead.  
 This discursive use and reinvention of “old” music bridges the split between 
modern and traditional Thai identities, and makes it possible for the urban middle 
class Thais to embrace the “authentic rural” and see it as part of who they are – the 
camp, the retro, and the new “old” music all combine to make this seemingly foreign 
aspect of “Thainess” suddenly accessible and aesthetically pleasing to them55. As we 
have seen in the above examples, through the music, the subaltern, mundane rural is 
reconfigured into a new “musical rural,” a world that resonates with the Thai middle 
class and one in which they hear the strains … not of peasants toiling in the hot sun 












                                                
55 Although not all of these representations might not have been as popular with the wider urban Thai 
middle class audience, as evidenced by Citizen Dog’s limited success in the box-office compared to 
that of Yam Yasothon and Monrak Transistor, the way the Thai identity is represented and conceived 
by the producers and film-makers, all of whom themselves come from an urban middle-class milieu, is 
also significant.  
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Chapter 5: Hearing Thailand: A Mere Matter of “Taste”? 
 
5.1 Does “Taste” Transcend Passports?   
 
 
“…the world is no longer divided by passports… but rather, by what 
kind of senses you have, what kind of taste you have.” 
 
 
One of Thailand’s most well known directors, Pen-Ek Ratanaruang, made the 
above statement in an interview (Video 5.1) about his film Last Life in the Universe 
(2003). He said that although he had written as a Thai movie, it would appeal to 
people based on their “sense” and “taste” rather than their nationality: 
“….the world is so small, because everyone is using a macintosh, everyone is 
listening to music on an ipod, everyone is wearing levis jeans, they wear nike, 
… the world now is divided by people who have a certain sense… and if you 
talk to these people in Somalia who like this film… it’s likely that they’ll be 
listening to the same kind of music you listen to, they’ll be listening to Tom 
Waits, to Nick Cave... so people now are no longer, Italian, or Thai or 
English... but it is people with this kind of sense or that kind of sense.” 
 
 Pen-Ek describes people to whom this movie would appeal as the same people 
throughout the world who would be using a Macintosh, or listening to eclectic, post-
industrial and free jazz music like that of Tom Waits and Nick Cave. Even in 
Somalia, a country associated with famine, civil unrest and poverty, he says, there 
will be people who watch his movie and who listen to the music of these same avant-
garde artists. No doubt he is not just talking about “a certain taste” or “sense” as he 
puts it, but he is also tacitly talking about one’s social class; a dispossessed farmer 
living in a Mogadishu shantytown would be unlikely to have access to any of the 
products listed above, least of all his movie. However, it would be quite a different 
story for one from the privileged upper-middle classes of Somalia.  
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In his opinion, the question of nationality has no bearing whatsoever on how 
his film is consumed. The Thai middle class “sense” is assumed to be no different 
from that of a privileged Somalian with the same access to education and cultural 
capital. But how is this somewhat indeterminate “sense/taste” that Pen-ek talks about 
rooted concretely in terms of the arbitrarily defined category of “Thainess” and the 
dynamic of power-relations within the national body? In this chapter, I address this 
question and argue that in use of music in Thai film reinforces the concept of “nation” 
and dominant perceptions of “Thainess” among a Bangkok-based Thai population, 
especially in relation to subaltern identities and minority groups.  
In the last two chapters, I have emphasized how music is discursively used in 
Thai movies to cater to a specific taste, namely that of an urban-based Thai middle 
class. As Bourdieu observed, social class structures taste: the cultural capital one 
acquires from young allows him to discern the “hidden codes” that his social class 
recognizes and favors. (1977; 72) In both of these chapters I established how music is 
used in such a way that it caters to these “hidden codes,” bridging the gap existing 
between the perceived “otherness” whilst still conforming to social norms and 
ideologies specific to a middle-class milieu.  
While the subaltern is often defined in terms of the lower classes and the 
economically dispossessed, in the chapter I focus instead on three distinct groups56 
that can and often do form a part of the Thai middle class. Yet, according to dominant 
societal norms they are conceived as “different.” The music is used in Thai movies is 
discursively used either to accentuate or to diminish this “difference” in ways which 
conform to these Thai societal norms. Here, I suggest that this sense of “taste” is one 
                                                
56 Consisting of 1. Southern Thais 2. Morally Ambiguous Characters 3. Trans-gender Identities.  
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in which popularly held notions of “nation” and “Thainess” are more significant that 
that of class membership.  
 
5.2 Scoring the South 
5.2.1 The Historical and Regional Identity of Southern Thailand  
  In this section I look at excerpts from two movies about the South of Thailand: 
The Queen of Langkasuka (2008) and Ok Baytong! (2003) directed by Nonzee 
Nimibutr.  Before going into analysis of these scenes however, it is helpful to briefly 
retrace the historical development of the South and its regional identity with respect to 
Thailand’s nationhood.   
During King Chulalongkorn’s reign (1853-1910), land was lost to the French 
in 1893. Soon after this, King Chulalongkorn imposed sweeping reforms by 
centralizing government and tightening up administrative control. He justified this by 
using the theme of Thai nationalism framed against the threat of foreign imperialism, 
In Thai historical accounts of Siam’s modernization, his reforms were instrumental in 
ensuring Siam’s independence in an age of European Imperialism. It is a source of 
national pride that the apparent foresight and wisdom of King Chulalongkorn saved 
Thailand from the same fate as all her Southeast Asian neighbors who were 
colonized. In this scenario, the theme of foreign threats “becomes a presumption, not 
a thesis.” (Winachakul 145) Two key strategies were applied in establishing Siamese 
nationalism, to quote Winachakul, 
“Firstly, it assumed the prior existence of the geobody of Siam. Secondly, 
it established a story within an international context, particularly 
colonialism – and imposed a grid to reduce, classify or exclude the voice of 
those tiny States which were never born as nations, despite their active role 




These two strategies were instrumental to the monarchy in the late nineteenth 
century in consolidating power because it concealed expansionist desire while 
magnifying anti-colonialist pretensions. (148) Thus, it is widely held among 
historians that although Thailand was never colonized by external powers, it was 
“colonized internally” by the modern metropolis of Bangkok. The experience of 
internal colonization did not take place uniformly across Thailand, it was in the areas 
south of Thailand that this process of internal colonization was felt more acutely: 
these areas populated mainly by Muslim Malay-speakers were brought under 
Bangkok by military expansion in the late eighteenth century. From then onwards, 
these areas intermittently rose and sought help from the Malay states to the south. 
Pattani, which had been a major port and political center for centuries, became the 
ideological focus for the Southern resistance. However, from the mid 1970s, overt 
separatism declined in parallel with the gradual extension of democratic politics, 
although there remained some undercurrents (Phongpachit and Baker, 2004; 234).  
However, the tensions of the south were soon complicated by the rising 
antagonism between the US and the Islamic world in the 1990s. Thailand’s evident 
alignment with U.S policy towards Muslim terrorism exacerbated the ideological 
divide between Thailand and its South. In 2001, these tensions manifested as multiple 
acts of terrorism by Pattani guerrilla groups. Their attacks concentrated the most 
visible symbols of central authority in the region: police posts, military installations as 
well as schools and temples were bombed or/or burned down. Local police officers of 
all ranks and government officials were the primary targets of seemingly random 
assassinations, with 19 policemen killed and 50 insurgency-related incidents in the 
three provinces of Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat by the end of 2001. (“Unrest in South 
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Thailand”) From 2002 onwards, the incumbent Prime Minister, Thaksin Shinawatra57 
responded in a manner that inadvertently worsened the violence in the south: publicly 
denying the role of religion in the attacks he stated,  
“There’s no separatism, no ideological terrorists, just common bandits… in 
some places, it’s conflict between local politicians. In others it’s conflict over 
the profits from drugs and vice. (Radio, 27 July 2002)  
 
In 2003, he declared a nation-wide “War on Drugs” which gave the police and 
the military wide-ranging powers to clamp down on suspected drug dealers. This led 
to the extra-judicial killing of massive numbers of alleged drug-dealers and heavy-
handed raids on Muslim villages. Over 13,000 people were arrested and more than 
1000 people were killed; among these numbers, many innocents were incarcerated or 
gunned down whilst the real culprits of the insurgency remained at large. (Fullbrook, 
“Thai War”)  
The insurgents had thus successfully provoked the Thai government into 
disproportionate responses, generating sympathy among the Muslim populace, many 
of whom staged protest against the police and military’s indiscriminate shootings. 
(Bangkok Post, “Army Admits”) In addition to this, Thaksin responded to the long-
standing drug turf war between the army and the police by dissolving the join police-
army command and giving the police the upper hand. However, this only provoked 
reprisals among the soldiers and their gangster clients who lost out. (Phongpaichit and 
Baker 237) In retrospect, the Thai government’s lack of understanding of Southern 
culture and their refusal to squarely address religious separatism resulted in their 
maladjusted counter-insurgency measures.  
Evidently, the vision of Thai nationalism which “reduces, classifies or 
excludes the voice of tiny States which were never born as nations” (Winichakul 147) 
                                                
57 Prime Minister of Thailand from 2001 to 2006. 
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has endured till today. This phenomenon extends even to representations of the South 
in Thai film-music, especially in the music of two movies, The Queen of Langkasuka 
(2008) and Ok Baytong! (2003) directed by Nonzee Nimibutr. 
 
5.2.2 The Way We “Hear” the South 
 Ok Baytong! highlights Buddhist-Muslim relations in Betong, a city in the 
Southern Yala Province of Thailand. Tum is a young monk who has lived in a Thai 
monastery since the age of five. However, a train bombing by Southern insurgents 
kills his sister and he is thus compelled to leave the monastery to take care of Maria, 
the six-year old daughter that his sister has left behind in Betong, south of Thailand.    
The main motif for this movie is distinctively reminiscent of Spanish classical 
guitar. (Audio 5.1) The same motif is used for more than twenty times in the movie in 
varied instrumentation and chord progressions. Some sequences are scored to sound 
ominous and sad while in other parts, the motif is replicated in cheerful lighthearted 
arrangements to match the narrative. The main instrument used in most of these cues 
however, is the classical guitar. It is interesting that a motif that closely references 
Spanish classical guitar was used as the main theme in this movie about Southern 
Thailand. Chatchai, the composer, revealed that the main theme had indeed been 
adapted from Spanish classical guitar music and added,  
“We don’t care about what real music in the South is like, we want to create an 
atmosphere that will let the audience feel good when they think of the South, 
… it has to be happy”58 
 
  This draws a sharp contrast with the way the rural was represented through 
Thai folk and classical music as illustrated in the previous chapter. Whereas music 
representative of these rural regions in the northeast were used or at least closely 
                                                
58 Interview with Chatchai 
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referenced, here, music from the South is absent and in its place is a music that is 
completely unrelated to it. While lukthoong is used in various instances throughout 
this movie, it is used sparingly in contrast to the main theme.  
 Furthermore, the type of lukthoong music used belongs to a more modern, 
techno, remix variant of the genre, popularized by the likes of Bangkok born and bred 
artists such as Bird Thongchai McIntyre. In this movie, lukthoong music is used to a 
different purpose than that in the previous movies we discussed. Instead, much like 
how Western music was used in Dang Bireley, lukthoong is used to evoke a world of 
modernization and moral decadence – a world that Tum is completely at odds with: 
the scene where Tum first arrives at his sister’s beauty parlor illustrates this point. The 
beauty parlor, run in the day by women who work as bar hostesses at night, is a 
completely alien environment to him. In this sequence, he is virtually thrust into this 
strange new world: a van with a risqué cartoon illustration of a bikini-clad woman 
seated in a cocktail cup emblazoned across its door pulls up in front of the shop and a 
noisy bunch of women stream out of the van. Tum, in his monks robes, emerges 
unsteadily after them, looking ill at ease with his surroundings.  
 The buzz of the women chatting around him mingles with the sound of a dog 
barking in the distance and a disembodied high-pitched techno-synth in the 
underscore. As the drums builds to a steady, pounding beat, the volume of the techno-
synth escalates. Tum is now seated on gaudy looking red couch in the shop looking at 
the women setting up shop and fussing over Maria, who is in a wheelchair with her 
leg in a cast. The song is now at full blast. Looking slightly off-color, Tum turns his 
head towards the source of music: a TV featuring a karaoke video of famous 
lukthoong singer, Bird Thongchai MacIntyre dancing and singing a randy duet, Mah 
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Thammai (Why Did You Come?) with female lookthung star, Jintara Poonlarp. 
(Video 5.3)  
 Tum turns away from the video to look at Maria who returns his gaze 
mournfully, her face now in garish hues of make-up; the scene now cuts to a 
nightclub where the music blasts. In nightmarish sequence that unfolds, these same 
women are all scantily dressed in gaudy sequined outfits, raucously wheeling Maria 
around on stage, adorning her with fluorescent-colored feather boas and whilst 
cajoling her into performing along with them. A reluctant Maria tries to limp away 
but is pulled back onto stage whilst in the background, a troop of lukthoong dancers in 
similar tacky outfits gyrate in unison to the pounding music. Suddenly the music 
fades out sharply into silence when the scene cuts back to a close-up of Tum’s face 
and he slowly opens his eyes and realizes that he was dreaming and that the women 
have left the shop – it’s just him and Maria in the shop now.  
 In Ok Baytong!, the South is represented through the music as foreign and 
different: the use of quasi-Spanish guitar music in the main theme and the different 
way familiar music, like lukthoong, is used, engenders a sense of distance or the 
feeling of alienation as seen through the eyes of Tum. Yet, as Chatchai would put it, 
the quasi-Spanish guitar music is intended to create a “happy atmosphere.” No doubt 
the main theme is used in a “happy” way in various instances in the movie (Video 
5.4), however the melody of the main theme has a mysterious and sad quality as it is 
composed in the key of E minor which also incorporates the “B flat” which is not 
present in the conventional scale of E harmonic minor.  
 Thus for the most part, this theme conveys sadness, ambivalence and Tum’s 
internal conflict as he tries to reconcile the “foreign and new” worldly influences he 
encounters in Betong with his staunch Buddhist values. (Video 5.4.1) The use of 
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Spanish-inspired music to represent these themes and the use of lukthoong music to 
paint a world of decadence “exoticizes” the South, distancing it from Thai culture 
whilst at the same time, completely obscuring a vital part of it.  Bangkok’s version of 
the South in film-music is one where its true culture and music is extraneous and 
where even Thailand’s traditional music, lukthoong has gone awry.  
Queens of Langkasuka, loosely based on a south Pattani myth59, demonstrates a 
similar trend in its music. The Thai name of this movie is appropriately called Peun 
Yai Jon Salad, literally meaning “The Big Cannon of the Pirates.” The story revolves 
around Queen Hijau of Pattani and her valiant efforts to protect her land from the 
rebel Prince Rawai and his Pirate allies. Their nefarious plan is to retrieve a giant and 
powerful cannon from the ocean-floor where it sank many years ago and use it to 
wrest power from Queen Hijau.  
Most of the musical cues in this movie are orchestral; according to the 
composer, Chatchai, there is no obvious main theme and most of the music was 
composed in “Hollywood Epic Style.” However, in writing the music for this movie, 
Chatchai stated that he did a lot of research for the music as he incorporated the 
chanting of stylized-Malay words into many of the cues. He studied the sound 
structure of Malay words and then wrote his own interpretation of Malay words into 
the score for the choral group to replicate in the recording session. The use of this 
device is scattered throughout the movie score in a variety of cues (Video 5.5): in the 
opening scene the chanting of the choral group chanting in pseudo Malay 
accompanies the image of the cannon sinking slowly into the sea. It is used also in the 
                                                
59 It was first called Queens of Pattani, but the name was changed to avoid political connections to the 
South Thailand insurgency and Pattani separatism as well as to tie the story in with the legend of 
Langkasuka - an ancient Hindu Malay kingdom located in the Malay Peninsula. 
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final battle scene where the Queen and her troops are engaged in an epic battle against 
the Prince.  
It is interesting that he chose to use stylized Malay words instead of the actual 
Malay words for these cues: from an artistic and practical point of view it makes 
sense: for someone who does not know the language, stylized Malay words are easier 
to pen than real Malay. Also, considering that the dominant audience would be non-
malay speakers, the use of real Malay words could detract from the cinematic 
suspension of reality. However, it is also evident that the use of real Malay words is 
not important, the main purpose for the choral group is to impart a sense of grandeur 
and “exoticism” and “mystery” a la Hollywood style. Indeed, it is not at all obvious 
that there is anything distinctively “Malay” about the music, the words could just as 
well be stylized Latin for all its resemblance to the Malay language.  
Again, in its musical representation, the Southern identity is obscured and 
relegated to a subaltern status as something “foreign” and “ethnic” instead of Thai - 
their culture is not accurately represented, but instead, re-invented and re-imagined 
into a form that “fits the script” dictated by dominant tastes Thai society. As evinced 
in these two movies, in their musical representations, the South is “reduced, 
classified” or simply “excluded” to fit in with the larger national picture. (Winachakul 
147) 
Here, I am reminded of Academy Award winning film-composer, Jerry 
Goldsmith’s statement, “the ethnic-Oriental is particularly worth talking about 
because if one were to give the pure ethnological answer musically, they would throw 
it out in a second.” This is true for Hollywood, and in the case of its musical 
representations of the South, seemingly true for Thailand as well.  
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5.3 A “Taste” For Western Music (For Specific Personality Types)  
The device of scoring morally ambivalent characters with western music is 
used quite frequently in Thai film. Earlier, in chapter four, we saw how in Dang 
Bireley western rock pop and jazz music from the ‘50s was used to score the gang 
members and their exploits. This movie was a major success in Thailand when it was 
released in 1997: it broke the box office record for Thailand at the time and also won 
the Thai award for Best film that year. Obviously this movie resonated with 
mainstream Thai sentiment and tastes. This technique of scoring such characters with 
western rock and pop music is likely to be employed by film directors for two main 
reasons: first, because they themselves, and the audience they cater to, would have 
already had some degree of exposure to this sort of music by virtue of their cultural 
exposure and second, because it conforms to commonly held notions about 
“Thainess” in Thai society. One might expect that this is a device that  “works” for a 
Thai audience but might not do the trick in more avant-garde movies that cater to a 
specific niche of international audiences, such as those that Pen-Ek had in mind.   
 However, even in Thai films with a distinctively international art-house flavor 
such as Pen-Ek’s Fun Bar Karaoke (1997) and Last Life In The Universe (2003) that 
do not necessarily cater to Thai sensibilities, the same phenomenon is at work, albeit 
in a more pronounced way. In the Last Life in The Universe, a Japanese man, 
Mahasan befriends Noi and visits her at her place in province outside of Bangkok and 
spends a few days there. In the meantime, Jon60, Noi’s abusive and womanizing 
boyfriend is jealous and sends one of his lackeys to spy on her. In the particular scene 
that foregrounds Jon, (Video 5.6) he has received a call from his lackey who informs 
                                                
60 Note the obviously Westernized Thai name here.  
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him that Noi is with another man. In this scene which takes place in Jon’s room, we  
hear the telephone ringing and cigarette smoke curling up in the forefront while the 
camera takes a slow survey of the room: lingerie is strewn over a chair, a playboy 
calendar hangs on the wall and assorted figurines of naked women are perched in 
various poses over a coffee table whilst a sultry blues/jazz instrumental number 
emanates (presumably) from a record player in the room. Eventually, after five rings,  
Jon picks up the phone, the camera focus moves away from the paraphernalia in the 
room to Jon himself, shirtless and seated on a chair who then curses and says, “I knew 
it, the bitch blew me off this morning” he hangs up the phone and then proceeds 
calmly to pull up a woman by her hair from where she was previously positioned (out 
of the camera frame) in the act of fellatio. As he grabs her hair she raises her head to 
face him, he kisses her, sticks a cigarette in her mouth and takes it out, and then he 
says, “Well you’ve had a smoke right? Now I want you to continue to suck…” then 
he then slowly pushes her back down into position again, and all the while blues 
music is playing in the background. And for good measure, he hits her on her head 
when she does something wrong.  
This is a scene laden with irony as Jon’s sordid and dismal character is made 
obvious; not only is he an unfaithful boyfriend, he is also a hypocrite who imposes 
double standards on his girlfriend, in addition to that he’s cruel and violent. The 
music that is matched up with this character is markedly different from the rest of the 
movie: in this particular scene, music with obvious western references is used, 
whereas for almost the entirety of the movie, a “placeless,” surreal sounding sustained 
synth underscore is used instead. (Video 5.7) The distinction in the use of music for 
this particular scene is obvious.  
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In Fun Bar Karaoke, Pen-Ek repeats this phenomenon of scoring unsavory 
characters with western music, albeit in a much more lighthearted manner. The story 
revolves around Pu, a young lady who lives with her karaoke bar-going, playboy 
father. The father is portrayed as a moral degenerate: frittering his money on wine, 
women and song and one who neglects his daughter – exemplified by his failure to 
show up for her birthday. However, halfway through the movie, he decides to turn 
over a new leaf and makes an effort to redeem himself (Video 5.7): he cleans up the 
house, cooks meals for his daughter and spends more time with her. This happy 
sequence is scored with a jazz standard, Nina Simone’s rendition of “My Baby Just 
Cares For Me.” Again, the music in this scene is strikingly different from the rest of 
that used in the movie: this is the only part in the film that features an obviously 
western (American) song. Most of the other scenes in the movie are underscored with 
an instrumental motif. In two other sequences where the romance between Pu and and 
her love-interest develops, a Thai pop song is used instead. Amornbhong, the music 
producer for Fun Bar Karaoke, commented: 
“[‘My Baby Just Cares For Me’]… was Pen-Ek’s choice, its his taste in 
music, he likes that song and wanted to use it for that scene so we had to buy 
the rights to use it in the movie.”  
 
Obviously, this process of choosing music to match characters is an artistic 
choice informed by one’s subjective taste. While Pen-Ek may certainly be a fan of 
jazz music, his choice in using them specifically for these particular scenes is, in 
itself, an idiomatic vernacular reflecting prevailing Thai societal sentiments towards 
the West. While Pen-Ek makes the statement that “…the world is no longer divided 
by passports… but rather, by what kind of senses you have, what kind of taste you 
have” he fails to recognize too that the expression of this “taste” which supposedly 
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transcends passports, is in fact, subtly but inevitably shaped by one’s nationality 
identity and cultural background.   
 
5.4 Not Quite So Queerly Thai  
In the 1990s, Hamilton identified a two-track phenomenon apparent in Thai 
cinema and indeed in many subaltern cinemas around the world, calling it a 
“schismogenesis” where Thai films that tend to do well in international film-circuits 
also tend to fare less well locally (147); these movies are expected to appeal to the 
“educated, elite” whilst alienating the “masses” within Thailand. While this trend still 
persists today, there have been an increasing number of Thai films that have been 
successful in bridging the apparent gulf that exists between the taste and preferences 
of a “elite local”/ “international” audience and that of a local “popular” audience. In 
the past decade for example, Ong Bak (2003), Dang Birely (1997) Nang Nak (1999)  
and Mon Rak Transistor (2002) to name a few, have managed to break this barrier 
and appeal to a wide group of Thai audiences locally while still being warmly 
received at international film festivals and even garnering awards overseas.  
And while it may be assumed that Thai films produced for an international 
market will likewise appeal to a parallel middle-class demographic in Thailand, who 
are assumed to have similar tastes to an international audience by dint of their 
education, income and cultural savvy, it is less than obvious they do actually share the 
same taste in Thai movies as their international counterparts. This phenomenon is not 
limited to “art-house” type movies but also extends to more mainstream movies like 
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Ekachai Uekrongtham’s Beautiful Boxer (2003) which fared poorly locally as 
compared to its international success.61  
 On the other hand, many locally popular Thai films often fail to make an 
impression on the international film circuit, especially in the West. Chookiat 
Sakverakul’s The Love of Siam (2006) for example, was a success at the local box-
office, winning many awards in all national film award events and gaining glowing 
reviews from many respected Thai film-critics. However, it failed to make waves in 
the foreign community and the larger international film-circuit. A foreign film-critic 
from the local BK magazine commented: 
“The Love of Siam isn’t a very well shot movie. Chookiat’s camera only 
records his dull play with equally dull angles and light as it wanders from 
homes to schools, to recording studio, and to Siam Square without sense of 
purpose or directions.” (Glachant, “The Love of Siam”) 
 
 Even more interesting is that while its main story line is about a gay romance 
between two teenage boys, it was marketed on the local film posters and in the film’s 











                                                
61 This includes “Best Film” in the San Sabestien International film festival and Torino Gay and 
Lesbian Film Festival. (“Beautiful Boxer – Awards and Reviews”)  
 113 








hence upon its release in Thailand, the gay aspect of the love story was controversial. 
On Thai-language web boards there were messages of support, as well as accusations 
by moviegoers that they were misled into watching “a gay movie.” (Saeng-Aroon, 
“Love”) Indeed, the poster is misleading because it seems as if the two girls featured 
in the poster would play major roles as well, however, they were only incidental to the 
plot. The Director admitted the film was marketed on the film posters and in the 






“The movie is not all about gay characters, we are not focusing on gay 
issues, we are not saying, ‘let’s come out of the closet, so obviously, we 
don’t want the movie to have a “gay” label,” 
 
(Qtd. in Saeng-Aroon, “Love”)  
 
However, the above statement belies the international marketing strategy for 
The Love of Siam: a quick search for the movie on Amazon.com reveals a completely 
different DVD picture. Here, the two girls featured in the Thai poster are omitted and 
the two boys are seated very closely together with one of them looking into the eyes 









Fig 5.2 “Love Of Siam –(Amazon.com / American Poster)”  
 
While the importance of visual representations of transgender and homosexual 
identity in these two movies cannot be denied, music plays an equally important role 
in the packaging of gay identities for mainstream Thai commercial consumption. 
Whereas in Beautiful Boxer the music packages the transgender identity in such a way 
that it appeals to an international audience, the music in The Love of Siam frames the 
homosexual identities in such a way that they are more “acceptable” for mainstream 
Thai heterosexual consumption.  
Here, there is a need to distinguish between popular conceptions of trans-
gendersim and homosexuality in Thailand. Whereas kathoey is now an ambiguous 
Thai word for describing men who express non-normative gender behavior62, a 
homosexual/gay man is defined by his sexual preference for men, rather than his 
                                                
62 In an urban district, the common contemporary use of the term kathoey usually refers to male to 
female transgendered or transsexual people, although people in rural areas or from the older 
generations still use kathoey to indicate both men and women who express non-normative masculine 
and feminine identities.  
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expressed feminine traits. While depending on the time, place and context, there is 
sometimes an overlap in the usage of the words gay and kathoey in Thailand, kathoey 
has had a much longer history in literature and Thai culture and is generally more 
condoned in Thai society. According to predominant Buddhist beliefs, it is regarded 
as part of the karmic cycle if one is kathoey: an unfortunate but not “sinful” state-of-
being, hence there is a generalized tolerance and acceptance towards trans-gendered 
people. In certain scenarios, the transgender identity may even be celebrated, such as 
in the queer parade that takes place annually in Silom road, one of Bangkok’s most  
congested business areas, on World’s Aids Day (1st of December) or in its manifold 
portrayals on the Thai silver screen. (Kaewprasert 25)  
The discourse surrounding gay identity however, reveals harsher societal 
perceptions. The term “gay” emerged into public discourse in the 1960s when an gay 
expatriate American Darrell Berrigan was murdered in Bangkok by a gang of young 
Bangkok hoodlums (jikko) who worked as occasional male prostitutes (Jackson 234) 
As Jackson notes, the most consistent feature of the newspaper reports at this time 
was not outrage at the murder, but a persistent antipathy towards same-sex activities. 
The gay identity was conceived as panha rak ruam phet “The homosexual problem” 
or panha gay “gay problem” that Westerners had brought to the country. (235) Some 
anti-homosexual polemics even stated that Berrigan’s “perverted” sexuality had been 
the “cause” of his death. In these editorials gay men were thus identified with 
homosexual prostitution and sexual perversion (wiparit) in Thai society.  
Ironically, male-prostitution has long existed in Thailand in the form of 
“kathoey” prostitutes, but unlike gay men, they are considered an indigenous, 
amusing and harmless phenomenon. (Jackson 235) The discourse surrounding 
kathoey emphasizes the kathoey’s gender deviance rather than his sexual deviance, he 
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is a “pyschological woman born inside a man’s body.” The kathoey has “normal,” 
heterosexual female desire whereas in the perceived gay identity, homoeroticism or 
sexuality is seen as the defining feature, the gay man is thus construed to be genuinely 
“perverted” because he is a “man” in both body and mind who desires another “man.” 
(Jackson 239)  
Although in more recent times, the gay identity has since gained greater 
cultural acceptance, especially in Bangkok, it is still seen as a less “natural” state of 
being than that of kathoey and conforms to the almost universally understood ethic of 
“don’t ask, don’t tell.” A gay man’s sexuality is commonly tolerated as an open secret 
amongst family, work colleagues and heterosexual friends, however, if a gay man’s 
sexuality is raised in open conversation rather than contained within the safe bounds 
of semi-hidden gossip, then anxiety, confusion, and shame are often generated both 
for the man who is revealed and for the observers who are confronted with the 
undeniable immediacy of his sexuality.(Jackson 238) Morris calls this pattern the 
“traditional Thai logic of visibility and invisibility.” (32) Thus when gay men are as 
open about their sexual difference as kathoey are about their feminine gender status, 
they are more vehemently criticized than the latter. (Jackson 238) 
Yet, while the culturally familiar kathoey is relatively more accepted than the 
gay identity, more needs to be said about the delimitations of this “acceptance.” In his 
study of Thai social attitudes towards third gender63 people, Nidhi (2002) divided 
these attitudes into three main groups. The first group was the traditional Thai elite 
who view third gender people as abnormal and unacceptable. While they may not do 
anything against sexual minorities, they ignore the issue of queer subject matter as if 
it does not exist in Thai society. The second group consists of the average Thai people 
                                                
63 This consists of both transgender and gay identities.  
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who consider the third gender as an abnormality or difference, but never judge the 
individuals to be at fault. In various kinds of media from TV to the movies, these third 
gender individuals tend to be represented in a comical form, but not in a 
condemnatory way. The third group, Thailand’s contemporary educated elites, view 
sexual preference as one kind of human right, natural and harmless. (75, 79-80) 
However, this more liberal view does not translate to the same kind of statutory rights 
that are recognized for third gender people in certain American states like California 
for example. In fact, there is no system to support gay rights. One stark reminder of 
the indignity continually visited upon male-to-female transsexuals in Thailand is 
exemplified by how they are still classified as “Mr” in official documents. There is no 
system in place to allow for a change in this classification in spite of the abundance of 
plastic surgery and sex reassignment available in Thailand. This law concerning 
official documentation has thus complicated the lives of those who have had a sex-
change operation especially when they enter other countries with their gender-fixed 
passport. (Qtd. in Kaewprasert 23) Also, while explicit legal sanctions against 
homosexuality or trans-genderism may not exist, as Jackson notes, conformity tends 
to be enforced by shaming mechanisms of antipathy expressed towards 
homosexuality in informal and academic discourse. (240)  
Evidently, tolerance and acceptance does not necessarily translate to openness, 
hence there are certain unspoken delimitations on how this trans-
gendered/homosexual identities may be expressed – while accepted, it is generally not 
considered as something that should be overtly expressed, in the case of the gay man, 
or taken too seriously, in the case of the transgender male. Jackson’s statement 
underlines this point:  
“In discussing my own research with heterosexual Thai and Western 
academics, some of the most common informal responses have been that 
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homosexuality is ‘not a problem’ in Thailand and that gay men and 
transvestites are widely ‘accepted.’ These views pervade the field of Thai 
studies but are almost never committed to writing because homosexuality 
has not been seen as a ‘serious’ topic worthy of academic inquiry.”   
(Jackson 228) 
5.5 Beautiful Boxer Vs. The Love of Siam 
In 2000, The Iron Ladies, a Thai queer comedy film depicting a gay/kathoey64 
volleyball team that won the male national championship in 1996, became a 
phenomenal hit in Thailand. (Kaewprasert 1) This was unprecedented as only three 
Thai queer films had been made in Thailand in the 1980s65, and none of which had as 
much success as The Iron Ladies. Following the success of The Iron Ladies, Thai 
queer films abounded. For example in 2003 alone, four films, The Iron Ladies 2, 
Beautiful Boxer, Tropical Malady and The Adventures of Iron Pussy, featured gay 
relationships, transgender and transsexual identities. This trend has persisted with an 
average of at least two or three Thai queer films being made on an annual basis, 
making up a significant portion of Thai film production over the past six years. 
Today, queer films have become a genre in its own right in Thai cinema, with various 
forms ranging from comedy to melodrama, action films, thrillers and experimental 
films. (Kaewprasert 1) The majority of these Thai queer films are comedies catering 
to a mainstream audience through its camp portrayals of gay and transgender people 
in Thailand.  
At the end of 2003, another Thai queer film based on a true story of a queer 
athlete was released: Beautiful Boxer. The film relates the story of Parinya 
                                                
64 Kathoey is now an ambiguous Thai word for describing male-to-female trangendered people. Some 
kathoey consider themselves as female and may or may not go to the extent of full Sex Reassignment 
Surgery (SRS).  
65 This includes, I Am A Man (1987), The Last Song (1987), portraying the life of a kathoey cabaret 
dancer its sequel Tortured Love (1987)  
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Charoenphol, otherwise widely known in Thailand as Nong66 Toom, who became a 
kick-boxer so as to earn enough for a sexual reassignment surgery. The film not only 
documents Nong Toom’s  male-female journey as a young Thai kickboxing boy to her 
superstar status as a kathoey kickboxer, but also explores chapters of Toom’s life 
dealing with her gender and sexuality. In various respects, Beautiful Boxer is different 
from earlier Thai queer films. Even though the film shares its basis in a “true story” 
with the Iron Ladies I and II, throughout Beautiful Boxer, the primary concern is 
manifestly to express Toom’s experience rather than to provoke laughter. 
(Kaewprasert 134)  
Similarly, The Love of Siam also departs from the usual genre of Thai queer 
comedies. It relates how the relationship of Mew and Tong develops from a childhood 
friendship to a gay romance when they are reunited again as teenagers. Mew is a 
talented but lonely lead singer of a boy band, called “August”, in his school. Tong is 
the simple, kind-hearted, ex-boy-next-door with family problems, as his father 
becomes an alcoholic following the mysterious disappearance of his sister during a 
holiday trip.  
Neither of these two movies use “camp kathoey” comedy, yet they gained 
very different receptions amongst the Thai audience. The Love of Siam seems to 
possess a special “Thai appeal” that Beautiful Boxer lacks. I suggest that music plays 
a significant role in creating this appeal: here, I use Kassabian’s concept of 
assimilating and affiliating identifications to explain how the music in the former 
frames the gay identity in such a way that it appeals to mainstream Thai tastes while 
that of the latter caters to the taste of an international, especially western audience.  
                                                
66 The term “nong” in particular contexts is gender specific. Generally “nong” means little brother or 
sister, however, in the media the term is mainly used to refer to a young female character.  
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To recap this concept, Kassabian distinguishes between the composed score, a 
body of musical material (usually associated with classical Hollywood scoring 
traditions) composed specifically for the film, and the compiled score, a score built of 
songs that often (but not always) pre-exists the film. (1-3)The composed score 
conditions assimilating identifications whereby perceivers easily identify with the 
characters on screen in whatever positions they might find themselves in. In such 
identifications, there is no necessary relationship between film perceivers and the 
identity positions they take on. Nor is there any relationship between their own 
histories and the positions they assume. These scores offer assimilating identifications 
and maintain fairly rigid boundaries because they encourage unlikely identifications. 
(2) Conversely, complied scores conditions affiliating identifications whereby the pre-
existing songs or songs in familiar idiom used in the score have a “life” outside of the 
movie context and the identifications that occur between the perceiver and the music 
are hence influenced by histories forged outside the film scene, thus allowing for 
looser boundaries in identification and greater subjective interpretation of the music. 
(3) 
In The Love of Siam, most of the soundtrack is composed of Thai pop music 
written for the movie. The music has a very strong local appeal because of the Thai 
lyrics, the familiar idiom of Thai pop and in particular, the way it is used in the 
movie: Mew writes a love song inspired by his feelings for Tong, and performs it at a 
party. Though he is performing it before a large crowd at the party, it is obvious from 









If I told you that I wrote this song for you 
 Would you believe me? 
 It may not be as well written or as beautiful 
 As other songs 
 But I want you to know 
 That a love song 
 Can’t be written if you’re not in love 
 But for you my dear, 
 I wrote this song so easily 
 You might have heard hundred and thousands of love songs 
 They might be meaningful 
 But they’re meant for anyone 
 But when you listen to this song 
 A song that was written for you only 
 If you understand the meaning,  
 Then our hearts  
 Will be together, as one.   
 
Soon after this performance when the guest have left and Mew and Tong are 
alone by themselves at the garden table, Tong says to Mew,  
“That song, it’s so beautiful… how did you write it?”  
Mew responds after a moment of silence, “umm… without you in my life, 
there wouldn’t be such a song…Do you have anything to say after listening to it?”  
Tong remains quiet for a long while, but gently puts his arms around Mew’s 
shoulder, rubbing his head, while Mew leans his head against Tong. Tong finally 
replies,  
“I don’t know…” and he leans in to kiss Mew, and Mew, although hesitant at 
first, ends up kissing him back for a good twenty-three seconds.  
 Although the kissing scene is not underscored with music, it builds on the 
atmosphere already created by the song. Hence, this “climax” in the relationship 
between the two boys is centered on this song entitled “Kan Lae Kan” or 
(“Together”) which is also the movie’s theme song. The fact that the song acts as a 
conversational entry point paving the way for a new level of intimacy in their 
relationship, demonstrates how important this particular song is in framing their 
relationship. The song has appeal to a wide group of audiences, because it is 
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“mainstream” in its lyrics, in its arrangement, as well as its presentation by a boy 
band. Hence it also frames the relationship between Mew and Tong in an almost 
“heterosexual” way. Coupled with the fact that neither of the boys looks masculine 
but rather androgynous, they become visually and “acoustically” more heterosexual. 
Now, if the director had chosen to score this scene with instrumental orchestral music 
instead of the familiar idiom of Thai pop music, the result would have been quite 
different.  
It is subtle, but music helps to make the unfamiliar, familiar. For example, 
John Williams, film-music composer for the original Star Wars trilogy (from 1977 to 
1983) wrote the score in the idiom of Romantic music (1815-1910); the main reason 
for this being that George Lucas (the director) felt it necessary to ground the 
otherwise strange and fantastic setting in well-known, audience-accessible music that 
had a “familiar emotional ring.” (Arnold 265) Indeed, many of the main themes have 
been inspired by well-known orchestral pieces from this period.67  
In the same way, the somewhat unusual and controversial portrayal of gay 
love between two teenage boys in is made more easy for the dominant heterosexual 
Thai audience to empathize with when familiar sounding, audience-accessible music 
frames the relationship, Thai pop music has that “familiar emotional ring” that 
resonates with many Thai people, gay or otherwise. The popularity of the song itself 
is evident in how the soundtrack album sold out of many shops in the weeks after its 
release. (Saeng-Arun, “Love”) and how it spent seven weeks at number one on 
Thailand’s radio charts. (Seed 97.5 Fm Chart) Indeed, even in DVD sales, music was 
                                                
67 For example, The Darth Vader theme from The Empire Strikes Back evokes the sound-
worlds of Tchaikovsky’s Swanlake and references the ballet music of both Tchaikovsky and 
Prokofiev (Cooke 463); in the Star Wars score, an even more obvious classical model was the 
pounding triplet rhythms of “Mars” from Holst’s The Planet. (Karlin 6) 
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also used as a selling point as a special three-disc edition contained a “live concert” 
and interview with the songwriter.  
Wyatt refers to new kind of film whose “concept,” conveyed through a strong 
visual scheme, are instantly recognizable and easily transferable across different 
merchandising platforms. (Wyatt Chapter 3) The Love of Siam conforms to this 
scheme as it has “the look” – the image of the film and especially the match between 
image and soundtrack; “the hook” – the marketing hook to facilitate the 
merchandising of other goods or entertainment products related to the film; and “the 
book” – the reliance on narrative discourses that conform to generic expectations 
combined with simplified characterization. (Wyatt 16-20) In contrast to this, the 
theme song used in Beautiful Boxer was conceived to appeal to a different audience 
altogether. In an interview with Amornbhong Metakunavudh, the music producer for 
Beautiful Boxer, he stated,  
“When Ekachai approached me to score the film, he said that he wanted 
more instrumental pieces, and not too much Thai music. He wanted 
something that mixed the east and the west, so that it is easy to reach the 
audience” 
 
 Hence, the music in the movie is self-consciously made to sound somewhat 
“Thai” whilst still retaining a sakon/international standard. This studied blend of east 
and west in the music is audible in scenes such as the opening sequence which 
incorporates the use of the saw, the Thai fiddle, and the fighting scenes which 
incorporate the use of the pii, a Thai horn often sounded at Thai kick-boxing matches. 
In other sequences of the movie when Nong Toom watches likae performances or is 
engaged in kick-boxing matches, source music from these scenes are featured – and 
realistically portray what Thailand might “sound” like. It is interesting to note too that 
while a modern Thai pop song was written for the movie, it was relegated to the end-
title sequences instead of being fore-grounded in the movie as was done in The Love 
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of Siam. Instead of Thai pop, precedence was given to the typically “Thai” sounding 
theme song that incorporated various traditional Thai instruments. Hence while the 
music is intended be “audience accessible,” the audience it is intended for is a largely 
international crowd. As Kaewpraset notes in her study of Beautiful Boxer, the director 
Ekkachai, who is a returned emigrant from Singapore, took special care to project all 
cultural references, codes and symbols of “Thainess” to achieve international appeal 
for his film. He deliberately used his country’s traditional culture and natural 
landscapes to make his first film attractive to international audiences. (Kaewprasert 
136) Interestingly, the film fits closely to the promotional line for the Tourist 
Authority of Thailand’s campaign of Thailand as a country “of exotic landscapes, 
verdant nature, vibrant colours, serene spirituality, explosive cuisine, ballistic martial 
arts, bucolic peacefulness, total relaxation and sensual pleasure.” (Harrison 236)  
Hence although Ekachai uncompromisingly projects local codes and value 
systems in his films despite all the authentic Thai elements, the “Thainess” that is 
projected is one that is self-consciously created for international consumption. 
Similiarly, Toom’s gay identity is projected such that it engenders “international 
consumption” – it allows the audiences to see a transsexual autobiography in film 
reflected in the traumatized and conflicted self of Toom. The melancholic main theme 
music underscores this feature and becomes a personal marker of his identity, thus 
encouraging assimilating identifications. In the many sequences where the main 
theme is used, even in the action-packed kickboxing scenes, it consistently conveys a 
sense of deep sadness in Toom’s life. (Video 5.10) Whereas in Western society, this is 
effective, as established earlier, the social delimitations of transgender identities in 
Thailand makes this portrayal of Toom less likely to be popular with the wider Thai 
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public: in one of my conversations about The Beautiful Boxer with a Thai doctor in 
his late twenties he commented, 
“To us its not an interesting issue … Thai people don’t like to talk about 
things like that…it’s not our way…  in Thailand, we just accept them as they 
are … we want to see something funny and lighthearted when we watch 
movies.”  
 
This particular sentiment was further underlined to me in a casual 
conversation I had with a Thai Professor in The National University of Singapore who 
often screens Beautiful Boxer in one of his courses on Thai Culture. He noted that two 
female exchange students from Europe were moved to tears when they watched the 
movie, especially at the sad parts. This incident struck him because although it is his 
favorite movie, he did not “connect” with the movie through the tragic moments, the 
parts that he “connected” with the most were the comical sequences which made up 
only a small percentage of the movie by contrast.  
The Director Ekachai seemed to be aware of the local taste for humor, making 
sure that the local trailer featured almost every comical scene in the movie whereas 
the international trailer emphasized a picturesque and exotic Thailand.  (Kaewprasert 
138) However, he was not quite on the money when it came to the film-score, the 
music emphasized the tragic aspect of Toom’s life-story and encouraged assimilating 
identifications, a strategy that does not work with the local audience because of the 
prevailing Thai social attitudes towards transgender identities; Toom’s audio 
representation on screen was not one that conformed to dominant Thai perceptions of 
how the trans-gendered identity should be expressed. This perhaps sums up why The 
Beautiful Boxer did not do as well in the local box office as it did internationally. 
In The Love of Siam however, the gay relationship between Mew and Tong 
was framed by music which encouraged affiliating identifications instead, thus 
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allowing a mainstream heterosexual audience to identify with Mew and Tong. It is 
noteworthy that its soundtrack consisting of “Gan Lae Gan” as well as other discrete 
Thai pop songs written for the movie won Thailand’s “Best Soundtrack of the Year” 
award. Although the music in the soundtrack was not complied from pre-existing 
music but largely written for the film itself, it was written in the familiar idiom of 
Thai-pop that is heard on the radio-waves everyday; it was thus able to transcend the 
trans-gender identities represented and appeal to dominant heterosexual Thai tastes as 
it projects a modernized but yet still very intrinsically Thai identity. In the words of a 
fourth year Thai university student I spoke to: 
“Rak Haeng Siam (The Love of Siam) has a Thai flavor … its about the 
family and matters of the heart.” 
 
 
 Perhaps an even more telling statement was made by Kong Rithdee, a well-
known film-critic for The Bangkok Post:  
 “The Love of Siam is like a very well-made Thai soap” 68  
 Indeed, local Thai soap-operas have an idiosyncratic “Thai” appeal that has a 
wide appeal with the Thai audience, a quality that is still elusive in many Thai 
movies69. Whereas in the Love of Siam, a Thai pop song written for the film in a 
familiar idiom was used to frame a gay teenage romance, thus allowing for affiliating 
identifications to occur amongst the dominantly heterosexual audience, the main 
theme song for Beautiful Boxer was written in the less familiar idiom of orchestral 
music and encouraged assimilating identifications instead. Furthermore, the latter 
imbued the character of Toom with a sense of personal tragedy, which likely caters to 
Western perceptions of transgender identities, however, in Thailand where societal 
                                                
68 Interview with Kong Rithdee in Siam Paragon.  20th October 2009.  
69 This observation was made by Kong Rithdee who was explaining the difference in popularity of 
Thai TV and Thai movies.  
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conceptions of gay and transgender identity are markedly different, it did not strike a 
chord.  
Hence, while Hamilton’s observation of the “two-track phenomenon” in Thai 
cinema is still apparent today, it is also equally evident that for certain movies, such 
as these two movies discussed, “Thainess” and local conceptions of transgender 
identity has significantly more influence than class or social position in structuring 
the local taste for queer film.  
 
5.6 The Spectre of Nation 
 As Benedict Anderson illustrated in his concept of an “imagined community,” 
the idea of nation is socially constructed and imagined by a people who perceive 
themselves as part of that group. He stated, 
“[the nation]… is imagined because the members of even the smallest 
nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even 
hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their 
communion.”  
 
In the case studies of these three perceived groups of people in Thailand, it is 
clear this process of imagining “fellow-members” in Thai society occurs in film 
music and caters to an intrinsic Thai taste, one that transcends class and appeals to the 
popular perceptions of these “fellow-members” that are held by a broad spectrum of 
Thai society. 
 We have seen how national imaginings of “the other(s)” (namely subaltern 
groups) in Thai society has had a strong influence with how they are represented on 
screen: indeed, it is in the movies that the “image of their communion” with the 
common man is manifestly present, especially through music.  
In the two movies Ok Baytong! and The Queens of Langkasuka, the Southern 
identity was re-imagined with Spanish-guitar inspired music, luk-thoong music used 
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to an awry effect and with quasi Malay chorale music; history repeats itself on the 
silver-screen as in its musical representations, the South is “reduced, classified” or 
simply “excluded” so as to endorse the National rhetoric, to appeal to international 
audiences and more importantly to cater to the tastes and popular perceptions of a 
predominantly Bangkok-based Thai audience. 
With respect to the second sub-altern group: Thai social reprobates, we saw 
occidentalization occurring in two of Pen-Ek’s movies, especially in the way these 
characters were synced up with music: Jon, the abusive and womanizing boyfriend 
from The Last Life In The Universe was characterized by a sultry Western blues and 
jazz number whilst Pu’s alcoholic and womanizing father in Fun Bar Karaoke was 
animated by Nina Simone’s “My Baby Just Cares for Me.” This trend of scoring 
morally ambivalent Thai characters with western music is widely observable in many 
Thai movies across different genres. Surprisingly, even in art-house films like that of 
Pen-Ek’s, this idiomatic device seems to be used even more incisively.  
Finally, in relation to the third-gender, we have seen in The Love of Siam and 
Beautiful Boxer how the success or failure of each movie within Thailand hinged on 
how well each director understood larger societal sentiments towards gay and 
transgender identities in Thailand and finessed these sentiments through the use of 
music.   
In “The Love of Siam”, the director well understood the social delimitations of 
gay identities in Thailand and chose to use Thai pop music to span the gap between a 
heterosexual audience and the homosexual theme in the movie by encouraging 
affiliating identifications. As mentioned in chapter one, affiliating identifications are 
influenced by histories forged outside the film scene, thus allowing for looser 
boundaries in identification and greater subjective interpretation of the music. As 
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evinced, this struck a chord with the audience and the movie thus did very well 
locally. (Kassabian 3)  
In “Beautiful Boxer” however, the director had the intent to cater to an 
international audience as well and used Thai pop music only in the end-credits. For 
seminal moments within the movie, he chose to use fusion (Thai-Western) orchestral 
music instead. On the surface, combining both local and western music so that it 
would appeal to both local and international audiences seems like a good strategy. 
However, what the director did not seem realize is that in using such an underscore, it 
encouraged assimilating identifications instead. In contrast to affiliating 
identifications, assimilating identifications encourage unlikely identifications and 
maintain fairly rigid boundaries – there is no necessary relationship between film 
perceivers and the identity positions they take on, nor is there any relationship 
between their own histories and the positions they assume. (Kassabian 2) While this 
strategy of assimilating identifications would have worked well in Western countries 
where gay rights and gay movements are more widely embraced, this it did not work 
in Thailand because of prevailing Thai social attitudes towards transgender identities; 
Toom’s audio representation on screen was not one that conformed to dominant Thai 
perceptions of how the trans-gendered identity should be expressed. It was made 
tragic, whereas the general Thai audience would have preferred (and expected) it to 
be made comedic instead.  
Hence, in spite of globalizing and modernizing cultural influences, where one 
would presume, in the words of Hollywood film-composer Charles Bernstein, that 
Thai movies would inevitably conform to the “an international fast food version of…  
Hollywood,” it seems instead that national sentiments and prevailing ideas of what 
constitute “Thainess” especially with regards to subaltern groups in Thailand still 
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continue inform the soundtrack of Thai movies in an idiosyncratic way, subtly 
differentiating their scores from that of Hollywood movies. Evidently, the Spectre of 

































Chapter 6: Outro 
 
6.1 The Ever Changing Formulations of “Thainess”  
  
 I have endeavored to show how the forces of modernity, globalization and 
westernization and have interacted with Thai societal norms and values to produce 
cinematic soundtracks that reflect the hybrid nature of these cultural influences. These 
soundtracks in turn engage an urban-based Thai middle class habitus in important 
processes of producing and reproducing conceptions of the Thai identity. Yet, these 
formulations of “Thainess” are never static, they change accordingly with the times 
and circumstances and are often framed against varying conceptions of “the other” 
played out by different entities: the West, minority and subaltern groups and even 
rural people. The music frames “the other” according to the hidden codes of this 
habitus thus bridging the gulf between this habitus and that of the “other,” 
paradoxically, while reinforcing social norms and dominant perceptions that is 
specific to this middle-class milieu.  
In this study, I have approached the middle class, not as a monolithic entity, 
but rather, as a group that is made up of a wide spectrum of people with different 
tastes, value-systems and artistic sensibilities. However, I have endeavored to show 
how there are recurring “patterns” in the representations of Thai identity in film-
music that indicate commonalities between the varying predilections of this class. 
Indeed as exemplified in the previous chapter, even Pen-Ek, Thailand’s leading film-
auteur whose taste is highly influenced by western art-forms still seems to conform to 
normative Thai societal value-systems especially in the way he uses western popular 




It is this particular use of music that makes the Thai soundtrack an exciting 
and stimulating terrain for study. We have seen in the previous chapters how De 
Certeau’s idea of “use” (De Certeau 1984: xii) applies to film-music as “foreign” 
genres of music are re-appropriated by film-makers and film-music producers in the 
process of perceptual association to “mean” differently from what they signified in 
their societies of origin: Chapter Three focused on how western rock and pop music 
from the ‘50s were re-appropriated as a signifier for social deviance and the counter-
culture in Bangkok at that time. This music formed an integral part of Dang’s anti-
hero persona, thus creating an alternative, modern and distinct Thai identity - one that 
appeals to a cosmopolitan urban Thai middle-class. Chapter Four illustrates how the 
reuse and reconfiguration of traditional Thai music in three movies creates for 
urbanized Thais a “rural utopia” which stands out as a signifier against the excesses 
and failures of modernity. While the rural worlds created through the music in these 
three movies may differ in style and content, they all represent a vision of utopia in 
which the “goodness” and simplicity of the imagined Thai “rural” are distilled.  
Finally, in Chapter Five, I examined the idea of an intrinsic “Thai taste” 
transcending social-class, one that is structured by dominant Thai societal norms and 
prevailing perceptions of the “other” in Thai society as represented by subaltern 
groups such as that of Southern Thais and trans-gendered people. This study confirms 
that although much of Thai film music emulates an international standard, certain 
Thai soundtracks, especially like that of The Love of Siam retains a distinctive “Thai” 
flavor structured by dominant tastes in Thai society. The contrast in how Beautiful 
Boxer and the former was received locally underlines that the “Thai” soundtrack can 
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and is often configured for two different markets, that of an international audience 
and that of a local audience. 
The concept of a modernized but still distinctive Thai identity being 
represented in the Thai movie soundtrack is not without its contradictions. This is 
evident in the recent movie The Legend of Suriyothai (2001) directed by Prince 
Chatrichalern Yukol. While the whole movie, from the set to the narrative, is 
conceived to portray 16th century Siam-Burmese relations and Royal Siamese court 
intrigue, the orchestral soundtrack, composed by British film music composer, 
Richard Harvey, is inordinately Western in orientation. Due to royal funding, this 
movie had a huge budget of 350 million baht as compared to the more typical Thai 
blockbuster budget of 150 million baht. Perhaps this explains why the Prince decided 
to employ a foreign composer who would be able to create the “big” sound that is the 
hallmark of the Hollywood standard. The projected “Thainess” in the film-score, or 
rather the lack of it, is secondary to the intended grandiosity projected through the 
large orchestral score. Evidently, concerns of international representation and meeting 
the sakon standard still dictate the film-score. This movie was promoted widely as 
Phapphayon haeng Siam Prathet  (“the movie of the Siamese Land”) and a nostalgic 
must-see for all Thais (Chaiworaporn 2002) However, the historical imagining was 
critically questioned by some scholars, even as to whether Queen Suriyothai, the 
reputed first female savior of the nation, actually existed. (Taylor 11) But to the 
millions of Thais who saw this blockbuster as an assertion of ethnicity and national 
identity, neither this question nor the inordinately western-oriented orchestral film 
score mattered. In the words of a Thai university student70: 
“ Suriyothai is about our Thai history.” 
 
                                                
70 Informal Interview.  
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Underneath this phenomenon of achieving a “trans-national” feel in the 
soundtrack, is yet another layer indicating that no matter how “trans-national” a 
movie aspires to be, “Thainess” is always represented in one way or another. For 
example, in The Last Life in The Universe, Pen-Ek’s use of music was minimalist and 
absolutely devoid of any Thai markers (no local instruments nor Thai music genres 
were used). The dreamy piano synth-sustains creates a soundscape that reflects and 
accentuates the lonely and whimsical world of Noi and Mahesan. However, in one 
particular scene at Noi house, she turns on a “Japanese Language for Thai speakers” 
tape and for a long while, as the camera brings us for a tour around the house, the 
audio-tape track blends in with the piano synth-sustains, creating a surreal soundscape 
of Japanese to Thai dialogue underscored with dreamy piano strains. In spite of the 
“trans-national” feel of this movie’s soundtrack, it seems that Pen-Ek could not resist 
adding in a bit of “Thai” to it, albeit in an idiosyncratic manner. However, this 
aesthetic aberration comments ironically on the Thai fetish for Japanese cultural 
products in the earlier part of this decade.  
This particular point also highlights the increasing trend towards “Pan-
Asianism” whereby music in Thai film have a “look” or “feel” that embodies 
“Thainess” but which also encompasses other Asian identities. The soundtrack in 
6ixtynin9, for example, featured many Chinese instruments, such as the Chinese flute, 
erhu, pipa, gu cheng, and the Chinese dulcimer, yang quin in its soundtrack. This 
trend also surfaces in many coming-of-age Thai movies where the protagonists are 
musicians who are influenced not just by Western pop and rock music but by Asian 
pop as well. For example, In Seasons Change (2006)  Pom, a young and talented self-
taught rock drummer is at an audition for entrance to Mahidol School of Music, 
Thailand’s premier music college. He is told to play “a double-piddle and sixteen note 
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fills” but he does not understand what these formal music terms mean until one of the 
instructors, a Japanese man, gives him a hint and whispers “Sayonara…” Pom finally 
“gets it” and then promptly plays the intro of “Hito Toshite Jiku ga Bureteiru”71 
which features the requested drum fills and which also happens to be the theme song 
for the popular Japanese anime Sayonara Zetsubo Sensei.72 (Video 6.1) This trend is 
also repeated in the Love of Siam where its protagonist, Mew, is a composer and lead-
singer in a band. Mew hears an old Chinese Teochew song playing in his Thai-
Chinese neighbor’s house and likes it so much that he asks his neighbor for a 
translation of the songs lyrics. Following this, he then incorporates some of the lyrics 
and melody of this song into his own love-song, “Gan le Gan,” which is incidentally, 
also the theme song of the movie. As Thai youths are one of the most active 
consumers of international cultural trends, especially that of Japanese, Korean and 
increasingly Chinese pop-culture, these coming-of-age music-movies offers a new 
site of study for Pan-Asian cultural influences and the ever changing formulations of 
“Thainess.”  
 
6.2 Ending Thoughts  
While this study has examined how Thai film music is used as a normative 
technology of power, engaging its listeners in producing and reproducing meaning 
and ideologies, it is far from exhaustive. Many more areas offer interesting sites of 
research. For example, I noticed Pen-Ek’s tendency to rely less on music but more on 
understated sound-effects in his later movies; this made me wonder how soundscapes, 
as opposed to music soundtracks, can be used to reproduce meanings and ideologies. 
                                                
71 Meaning “As a Human I am Quite Warped”  
72 Literally meaning “Goodbye, Mr Despair” It is a comedy about a teacher who takes all aspects of 
life, language and culture in the most negative light possible. It satirizes politics, media, and Japanese 
society. 
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His latest movie, Nang Mai (Nymph 2009) does have any music at all in its 
soundtrack. This is a prominent trend in all of the movies of Aphichatpong 
Weerathaskul, a prominent avant-garde Thai film-auteur. His movies do not have a 
soundtrack in the conventional sense. To take an example from his international 
award-winning Sang Sattawat (Syndromes and a Century 2006), the only music 
present in its soundtrack is that of source music, such as a monk strumming on a 
guitar, a dentist singing a pop-song on stage and a open court full of people exercising 
to a techno-funk music track. The focus instead seems to be on sound: for an entire 
two minutes, one particular scene focuses solely on an air-vent and the sound it 
makes. The general absence of music in the underscore makes whatever music or 
sound there is in the narrative itself all the more significant and interesting to study.  
Another compelling subject for study is how Buddhism is framed by film-
music. As Taylor notes, Buddhism is being “reimagined” in a post-modern Thailand: 
“a number of contemporary religious practices such as cyber-Buddhism …re-
imagines Buddhism…even as an emotion and exuberance in the new structures of 
feeling located in the present time” (31) Mekhong Full Moon Party (2002) for 
example, has a beautiful soundtrack framing the religiously controversial subject of 
Naga Fireballs arising out of the Mekhong at Nong Khai on the full-moon in October. 
Music conditions emotion, hence it is interesting to see how Buddhism is 
“reimagined” and located within the emotional body of Thai-identity through the use 
of film-music.  
Finally, another recurring theme is how techno-music is used to represent the 
city, as evidence in many movies such as Ong Bak, Bangkok Dangerous (1999) and 
Beautiful Boxer. Techno-music is also used in other situations to foreground the 
personality of other retrograde characters. For example, in Mon Rak Transistor, an 
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arrogant rich kid arrives on scene in a red jeep blasting techno music and picks a fight 
with Pan. This link between techno music, the city and a sense moral degradation 
would be interesting explore and to trace back to its pre-transnational, industrial 
origins from Detroit city in the US to its popular reception with Thailand’s youth in 
the ‘80s and its transformation, to its representation and use in movies today.  
As is evinced, many more papers can be written about various aspects of Thai 
film music. Apart from Thailand, the potential for the study of film-music in countries 
within Southeast Asia is vast and completely neglected thus far - a stark contrast to 
the increasing number of films being produced in this region yearly. I hope that this 
study has shown that in spite of its subaltern status, film-music in this region offers a 
rich and exciting field of study. I also hope that this study has sparked in its readers an 
interest in film-music and demonstrated that film-music is not just an art-form or a 
functional accompaniment to the moving image, but rather, a subtle language, a 
“hidden code,” that reveals the inner-workings of the society producing it.  
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A) List of Movies Watched (By Alphabetical Order) 
 
1. Bang Rajan (2000) 
2. Bangkok Dangerous (1999) 
3. Beautiful Boxer (2004) 
4. Blissfully Yours (2002)  
5. Chocolate (2008) 
6. Citizen Dog (2004) 
7. Dang Birely and The Young Gansters (Antapan Krong Meung 2499) (1999) 
8. Dear Galileo (Ni Taam Galileo) (2009)  
9. February (Kumphaphan) (2003) 
10. Fun Bar Karaoke (1997) 
11. The Overture (Hom Rong) (2004) 
12. Iron Ladies (2000) 
13. Jan Dara (2001) 
14. Khan Kluay (2006)  
15. Last Life in The Universe (2003) 
16. Mekong Full Moon Party (2002)  
17. Me.. Myself (2007) 
18. Mon Rak Transistor 
19. My Girl (Fan Chan) (2003) 
20. Nang Nak (1999) 
21. Nymph (2009) 
22. Ok Baytong! (2003)  
23. Ong Bak: Muay Thai Warrior (2003) 
24. Ploy (2007) 
25. Phobia 2 (2009) 
26. Seasons Change (2006) 
27. Shutter (2004) 
28. Suriyothai (2001) 
29. Syndromes and A Century (2007) 
30. Tears of The Black Tiger (Fah Talai Jon)  
31.The Adventures of Iron Pussy (2003) 
32. The Boathouse (Reun Pae) (1962) 
33. The Judgement (Ai-Fak) (2004) 
34. The Love of Siam (Rak Haeng Siam) (2007) 
35. The Queens of Langkasuka (2008)  
36. The Tin Mine (2005) 
37. The Overture (Hom Rong) (2004)  
38. Vagabond (Khon Jon) (1999) 
39. Where The Miracle Happens (2008) 
40. Yam Yasothon (2005) 






B) List of People Interviewed 
 
1. Chatchai Pongraphaphan (Film Composer) 
2. Bruno Brugnano (Film Composer) 
3. Amornbhong Metakunvudh (Film Composer) 
4. Kong Rithdee (Film Critic) 
5. Aggapop Nakphong (Audience) 
6. Kavipol Supatravanij (Audience) 
7. Art Pacharaphon Tshin (Audience) 
8. Oradol Kaewprasert (Thai Film and Media Professor) 
9. Paphutsorn Koong Wongratanapitak (Thai Musicologist) 
10. Anant Narkong (Thai Musicologist and Film Composer) 
11. Pattana Kitiarsa (Thai Anthropologist) 
12. Titima Suthiwan (Thai Language Professor) 
13. Achara Willapana (Audience) 
14. Wipa Saowaluk (Audience) 
15. Jiranuch Jitrungreungnij (Audience) 
16. Naii Metakunvudh (Film Music Producer)  
17. Ratsami Thanasulkowit (Audience)  
19. Metanada Wichasak (Audience) 
20. Maliwani Jainukul (Audience 
 
 
C) DVD Contents 
 
DVD 1  
Chapter 3  
Video 3.1: Hound Dog on the Milton Berle Show 
Video 3.2: Forrest Gump Movie Clip 
Video 3.3: Dang Bireley “Hound Dog” Movie Clip 
Video 3.4: Dang Bireley Opening Sequence Movie Clip 
Video 3.5: Hom Rong Movie Clip 1 
Video 3.6: Hom Rong Movie Clip 2 
 
 
Chapter 4  
Video 4.1: Mon Rak Transistor Movie Clip 
Video 4.2: Citizen Dog (opening scene) Movie Clip 
Video 4.3: Citizen Dog (Blue Dress Song) Movie Clip  




Chapter 5  
Video 5.1: Pen-Ek Interview Clip 
Video 5.2: Ok Baytong! (Luk Thoong) Movie Clip 
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Video 5.3: Bird Thongchai and Jintara “Ma Thammai?” Karaoke Clip 
Video 5.4: Ok Baytong! (Happy) Movie Clip 
Video 5.4.1: Ok Baytong! (Opening Scene) Movie Clip 
Video 5.5: Queens of Langkasuka Clip 
Video 5.6: Last Life in The Universe Movie Clip 
Video 5.7: Last Life in The Universe Main Theme 
Video 5.8: Love of Siam Movie Clip 
 
Fig 5.1: Love of Siam Poster (Siam) 
Fig 5.2: Love of Siam Poster (Amazon.com)  
 
 
D) DVD 1 & 2 
 
 
 
